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Volume VI 


The Setting Sun 


Book of Zhu Yi Jun 


Chapter One 


An Unmatched Bureaucrat 


It’s fair to say in the first over twenty years of the reign of Emperor Ten Thousand Seasons 
there had been continuous domestic problems and international troubles. His forefathers’ 
legacies could only be said as a big mess. In Mongolia, Ningxia, Korea, and Sichuan, there 
were either rebellions or foreign invasions. Everything had happened without respite. Defense 


expenditures soared and treasury incurred deficits. 


But it had been twenty years and there had been no big trouble in the country. He had been 
able to get over all the difficulties without problem. 


That’s because in the first ten years, he had Zhang Ju Zheng and in the last ten years he had 
Shen Shi Xing. 


If we rank the most outstanding statesman in Ming’s three hundred year history, the top 
belongs to no other man than Zhang Ju Zheng. In the ten years of his administration, the 
government was reorganized for the better and economies recovered. He deserved his 
reputation as Ming’s number one statesman. 


But if we have to rank the most outstanding bureaucrat then the result will be very 
different. Zhang Ju Zheng, on his strength, has to be placed third. 


That’s because there is a difference between these two trades. 


The real truth is Ming statesmen and bureaucrats were of the same species. Everyone had 
to earn a living in the government and had to start by being a junior first and then gradually 
growing to become a senior. They were the two sides of the same coin. But the problem was 
that Ming statesmen were idealists and they wanted to accomplish something and realize their 


earlier ambitions by being in the game. 


On the other hand, Ming bureaucrats were realists. Their first priority was their social 
standings and positions. They would do the work when they could and would just muddle 
along if they couldn’t. 


All Ming statesmen were bureaucrats but not all bureaucrats were statesmen. The two 
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trades required different sets of skills and differences were gauged differently. A statesman 
had to be capable and a bureaucrat had to be crafty. 


Zhang Ju Zheng was a good government executive. He was also cunning and shrewd. He 
was able to advance and become the first secretary, which was not a bad career. But he failed 
to maintain his honor after his death. His properties were confiscated and his body was almost 
exhumed out for public humiliation. He can only be ranked as number three. 


In the three hundred years of Ming, the one who really deftly managed to achieve the 
highest level in this trade had to be Xu Jie, Zhang Ju Zheng’s mentor. What he had been able to 
do was nothing short of earth shattering and stunning. 


He managed to remain in the Court for over forty years. He had been a student of the 
prime minister’s candidates’ school (being a plebeian meritorious). He had criticized the first 
secretary (Zhang Cong). He had been banished and demoted (being a judge in Yanping). He 
managed to come back, just in time to see the downfall of his backing (Xia Yan). In many years 
he had been badgered and mistreated but he made no complains. He took his time and in one 


fatal blow, he had it done once for all (Yan Song). 


Once he seized power, he persecuted the one (Gao Gong) who threatened him and 
promoted the promising one (Zhang Ju Zheng). Even the emperor had to be mindful of his 
mood. Only after everything was put in good order, did he go back home to live out his 
retirement life in peace. He lived to eighty one. He was still alive when Zhang Ju Zheng died. 
Such a classy man deserved to be ranked as number one. 


The one ranked number two was Zhang Ju Zheng’s confidant and assistant, Shen Shi Xing. 


I am sure many don’t agree with this conclusion because among the many Ming figures, 
Shen Shi Xing was not an actor who attracted much attention. But in reality, in the trade of 
being bureaucrats, he was a man who was a man of unmatched talent and superbly deft and 


an absolute ace. 
He was not known because he hid in the dark. 


Before becoming the ace of bureaucrats, Shen Shi Xing was a man of unknown origin. In 
fact, he had a murky history. The names of his parents and his home town are all not recorded 
in history records. It was said he even didn’t have residence registration. Basically he was an 
illegal resident. 


Shen Shi Xing was a man who took extreme care in all aspects of his life. He had a habit of 
keeping a journal. Even minute details like whom he spoke to and what was spoken were 
recorded. His Journal of Audiences was a work of such kind. 


In addition, he enjoyed writing and his collective works had been preserved in history. 
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The journals of such a pick nit are important materials in studying Ming history. But 
strangely, on his own history, the fellow mentioned not even a single word. 


It’s indeed a very strange thing. Given that I am a curious man, I did some research on this 


matter. 


Unfortunately, despite I have read many history books and reviewed a lot of materials, I 
still wasn’t able to find a conclusive account from historical materials. 


There is no conclusive account but there has been an inconclusive rumor. But in my 
opinion, the rumor can be used to explain the question above. 


It was said (please note this presumption), in year fourteen of Civility and Tranquility, a 
rich merchant named Shen was travelling in Suzhou and met a woman. The two fell in love 
and then cohabitated. 


After some time, the woman became pregnant and then gave birth to a child, who was the 
latter Shen Shi Xing. 


But back then the child wasn’t allowed to take his father’s surname because Mr. Shen 
already had a wife. 


Of course in the evil old society, it didn’t seem to be something illegal. With Mr. Shen’s 
wherewithal, he would be able to keep as many wives as he wanted. But there was a more 
problematic issue. The woman was not an ordinary woman. In fact, she was a nun. 


Reluctantly, the parents had to give the bastard child away. 
For someone who became a foster child before he even had a chance to know who were his 
parents, it was indeed very unfortunate. 


But out of misfortune there was fortune. The man who became his foster father was not an 
ordinary man. He was Xu Shang Zhen, the magistrate of the Prefecture of Suzhou. He loved 
the child and named him Xu Shi Xing. 


Although it happened that Magistrate Xu had to leave his position, as long as he was not a 
Hai Rui, having been the prefecture magistrate meant he was usually not a poor man. 


Xu Shi Xing’s childhood was a very happy one. He was never short of money and was well 
fed and clothed, as well as well educated. He was also of high intelligence and smart. He 
became a recommended man when he was just over twenty. To him, life was so smooth that 


he saw no ripples at all. 
But storms finally had to arrive. 


In year forty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1562), Xu Shi Xing was twenty eight. He 


was about to go to the capital to take the general exam and to get his life started. 
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But on the eve of his departure, Xu Shang Zhen came to see him and said these words to 
him: 
Actually, you are not my son. 


Before Xu Shi Xing was able to get his mouth closed, he had been told everything his foster 
father knew, including his biological father and mother. 


It was a strange act. 


If it happened today, experiences would have dictated that before one is to take an exam, 
the parents should say a few nice words, even when they usually face each other with 
contempt. Everything, even if it’s something of worldly scale, should be told after the exam. 
But it’s really hard to understand why Magistrate Xu chose this moment to open his mouth. 


But I see the point. 


Your life starts from this moment because ahead there will be a lot more difficult things 
waiting for you. By then, you yourself are the only one you can count on. 


That was the final blessing from a father to his son, who was about to embark on the road 
of his life. 


Xu Shi Xing quietly left. 1 am sure he knew the reason, for in that year’s general exam, he 
became the top scholar overall. 


Xu Shi Xing went back home. The truth had been revealed but gratitude remained. He 
formerly requested to become a member of the Xu family. 


For over twenty years his father raised the child, who now had become the top scholar 
overall and came back with all the glory and honor. It was the time to reap the fruits by being 


recognized as parents. 


But surprisingly to everyone, his father refused his request and wanted him to go back to 


his original home to recognize his ancestors. 
Obviously in the heart of this farther, there was only give and no gain. 
Reluctantly, feeling deeply guilty and grateful, Xu Shi Xing went to the family of Shen. 


A pie had fallen from the sky. There was indeed such a thing as a free top scholar overall. 
Although his father had already passed away, the Shens still accepted his request without 
reservation. Under the sounds of beating gongs and drums, he was welcomed into the family 
with all the pomp and grandeur. 


From now on, his name became Shen Shi Xing. 


Having lived a twisted life and happy childhood, Shen Shi Xing gained the first important 
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experience about life from his foster father, which became the foundation of his character: 
Treat others nicely. 


But not until once nice man Shen Shi Xing entered the Court, did he discover most of the 


men there were actually not nice at all. 


In Ming, among those ones who managed to get into the Imperial Academy, as long as they 
didn’t make serious political mistakes, after a few years, the lucky ones would get assigned to 
the ministries of the central government. In there they would go through the years to gain 
seniority. Those talented ones would enter the Cabinet as grand academicians. Less talented 
would still be able to become deputy or associate ministers. Even for those unlucky ones who 
somehow got sent down to locals, they would still be able to enjoy rapid ascension. After over 
a dozen years, it would not be hard for them to become important local officials. 


Thus the plebeians meritorious were always the targets of inducements by various political 
factions. Among Shen Shi Xing’s classmates, adroit ones had already found their backings and 
readied themselves for their splendid future. 


Shen Shi Xing was the top scholar overall, thus there was a continuous stream of men after 
him. But the fellow remained stoic. He refused to join any faction. He buried himself in 
reading and didn’t seem to care about his future. His classmates all thought he was honest. But 


looking from a certain angle, honesty meant foolishness. 


But the development of events showed in the end an honest man could not be taken 


advantage of. 


People had to know that in those years, being in the government was not an easy job. First 
it was the struggle between Xu Jie and Yan Song. Then a few years later Gao Gong came up to 
fight Xu Jie. Afterwards Zhang Ju Zheng came up to fight Gao Gong. In summary it was a 
mess. A seventh grade censor could become a fifth grade associate minister overnight. Then a 
day later he might be sent home to till his land. 


It was a stage where characters came and went fast. Cards were reshuffled all the time. 
Nothing remained constant. There was no assurance of one’s support in anyone. Shen Shi Xing, 
who followed no one, had the last laugh. While his classmates one after another went into the 
fray, he remained in the Imperial Academy. First he worked as an editor and then became a 
left chronicler. Besides reading and drafting documents, he also ran a few seminars and taught 
a student, whose name was Zhu Yi Jun, also known as Ten Thousand Seasons. 


As the saying goes, ensuing waves of the Yangtze River pushes the waves ahead and the 
waves ahead die on the beach. Ten years went past in an instant. After numerous rounds of 
purges, by year one of Ten Thousand Seasons, most of the men in the class of year forty one of 
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Civility and Tranquility had been maimed. 
Then at this moment, a man stepped in front of Shen Shi Xing and said to him, follow me. 
This time Shen Shi Xing no longer remained quiet. He agreed. 
The man was Zhang Ju Zheng. 


Shen Shi Xing was docile but he was not foolish. In those ten years, he had always been 
observing. He was observing to find the most powerful faction and the most reliable backing. 


Now, his wait finally bore results. 


Then he followed Zhang Ju Zheng and enjoyed a rapid rise. In just a few years he got 
promoted to deputy minister of rites. In year five of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1577), he 
became the deputy minister of personnel. A year later, he welcomed the second turning point 
of his life. 


In year six of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1578), Zhang Ju Zheng’s father died. Although 
his deprivation of bereavement had been approved, he still had to go home to bury his father. 
To ensure he still held his power, he recommended Shen Shi Xing, who was forty three, to 


enter the Cabinet as the grand academician of East Hall. 


Having endured for years, Shen Shi Xing finally entered the top decision making agency of 
the Empire of Great Ming. 


But not until he actually got into the Cabinet, did he discover there was only one role for 


him, to make up the number. 


That was because the first secretary of the Cabinet was Zhang Ju Zheng and the fellow was 
not only one who was very capable but also had a very bad temper. He was arrogant and a 
truly fierce man. 


Usually, to remain alongside a fierce man, one had two choices, either to be an enemy or 


become a servant. 


Shen Shi Xing, without hesitation, chose the latter role. He understood a character like 
Zhang Ju Zheng liked only one kind of men, those who were obedient. 


With Shen Shi Xing fulfilling his part of the bargain, Zhang Ju Zheng wasn’t short on his 
side either. In just three years, Shen Shi Xing was promoted to the minister of personnel and 
grand academician of the Hall of the Alkaid, as well as associate master tutor and the associate 


grand tutor of the crown prince (secondary first grade). 


But in the Cabinet at the time, Shen Shi Xing was still a junior. Besides Zhang Ju Zheng, 
ahead of him there were also Zhang Si Wei, Ma Zi Qiang, and Lu Tiao Yang. It would only be 
his turn once those men in line moved. The distance to the highest position was still too far to 
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reach. 


But Shen Shi Xing didn’t mind. He had already waited for twenty years and didn’t mind to 


wait for ten more years. 
But he would never have thought it didn’t take ten years. It didn’t even take one year. 
In year ten of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1582), Zhang Ju Zheng died. 
Monkeys disperse once the tree falls. Zhang Si Wei, who had withheld his own ambition 


for years, succeeded and began to hand out retributions and reshuffle the cards. The situation 
was not good for Shen Shi Xing because everyone on earth knew he was Zhang Ju Zheng’s 
confidant. 


At the crucial moment, for the first time Shen Shi Xing demonstrated his unmatched skill in 
getting by. 

As a cabinet grand academician, he said nothing when Zhang Ju Zheng was impeached. 
When the emperor issued the edict to strip Zhang Ju Zheng of his titles, he said nothing. When 
Zhang Ju Zheng’s home was searched and properties confiscated, he also said nothing. 


But saying nothing didn’t implying caring nothing. 
Shen Shi Xing was a man who valued loyalty. When search and confiscation resulted in the 


loss of lives, he immediately wrote to the emperor and thus prevented the matter from getting 


worse. He also allotted a house and ten acres of land for Zhang Ju Zheng’s family to live on. 


After that he quietly worked behind the scenes, which eventually prevented Mr. Zhang’s 
body from being exhumed and exposed to the public. 


Zhang Si Wei knew Shen Shi Xing wasn’t playing along but could do nothing against him, 
because the man was always able to get things done without leaving anything for exploitation. 
He was able to appease all sides. 


But having succeeded as the first secretary, it should not be hard for Zhang Si Wei to settle 
the account with some individuals. In his mind, he had plenty of time. 


But events turned against him. Before Zhang Si Wei had the chance to get it started, he 
received a piece of news, his father died. 


His father’s death meant he had to go home to observe the mandatory mourning period. 
Zhang Si Wei didn’t want to do it. Of course, he didn’t have to go. He could have just invoked 
deprivation of bereavement. But considering Zhang Ju Zheng’s deprivation of bereavement 
five years ago was still fresh in everyone’s mind and his strength was far weaker than Zhang 
Ju Zheng’s, Zhang Si Wei resolutely decided to go home to observe the mourning period. He 
didn’t want to be scolded. 
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Three years later, I’ll be back and still a man. 


By now, Lu Tiao Yang and Ma Zi Qiang, who had the seniority, had all left. Shen Shi Xing 


was appointed acting first secretary. He would wait for Zhang Si Wei’s return. 


Two and half years quickly passed. It seemed that Mr. Zhang was about to accomplish his 
deed and remerge in triumph. But suddenly he fell ill. Not only was he ill, two months later, 
he died. 


All those senior to him had all been dead. After being in the government for twenty three 
years, nice guy Shen Shi Xing finally exceeded all of his classmates and took the high position 
of first secretary. 


A new era was about to begin in his hands. 


The winning way 


In terms of ability in work, Shen Shi Xing was outstanding. Although comparing to Zhang 
Ju Zheng he still fell short a bit, in his era, he was the most outstanding man of capability. 


Actually it was not hard to be a man of capability. As long as those who were more able 
than you had all died, you’d be the most capable man. 


It’s pretty much like that in the 1930s that you had met Lu Xun and bowed to Hu Shi (a 
famous scholar and former ambassador to the United States). Even if you are just a dilettante 
and not good at any particular thing, as long as you are able to hang on long enough, then 
when all those who knew your truth ability have all died, then you'd also be able to put the 
hat of Master in Chinese Study on your head. 


It also helped that the environment Shen Shi Xing was in was far better than when Zhang 
Ju Zheng was in. First of all, he was the emperor’s teacher and the emperor also very much 
liked the new first secretary. Next, he was good at people skills and was liked by people. Many 
officials supported and respected him. Then he was also at the top of the officialdom and 
became the big boss. Everything seemed to be under his control. 


But, it just seemed so. 


The Court was pretty much like the world at large. A man might occupy such a high 
position that the world was under him, but he would not be devoid of enemies. In this place, 
there could be shortage of anything but enemies. 


Zhang Si Wei was dead. But an even more powerful enemy had already appeared in front 


of him. 


The enemy was single handedly created by no other but the emperor. 
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Zhang Ju Zheng was dead and the emperor was fully liberated. No one would be 
restraining him and no one would be able to restrain him. All the powers were now back in his 
hands. He was determined to rule the empire in his own way. 


But before he could do that something had to be done first. 


By tradition, it was not enough to just have someone brought down. The man’s reputation 
must be fully reversed and his influence must be all eradicated. Nothing would be more 
important than that. 


A movement to repudiate Zhang Ju Zheng’s legacy was in full swing. 


When Zhang Ju Zheng was alive, those who suffered the most were the censors, who were 
either removed from office or got their butts beaten. They lived in hardships. Now time had 
changed and naturally the first ones who came forward were these men. 


In March of year twelve of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1584), Censor Ding Ci Lu was the 
first to launch the assault. He charged that it was because of a back door that allowed Zhang Ju 
Zheng’s second son Zhang Si Xiu to pass the imperial exams. 


It was an extremely nonsensical charge because it had been many years since Zhang Si Xiu 
passed the exam. Not only that, after Zhang Ju Zheng died, he had been banished to remote 
mountainous regions to perform military service. He had already suffered so much that 
raising an issue about the exam was truly about someone trying to find another one’s faults 
out of nothing. 


But the matter wasn’t that simple. In fact it was a carefully created conspiracy. 


Although Ding Ci Lu didn’t have much work to do, he was not a brainless man. He acutely 
sensed that as long as he kept on hammering on issues about Zhang Ju Zheng, he would be 
able to gain the emperor’s favor. 

There was an even more sinister motivation behind the move. The chief proctor when 
Zhang Si Xiu passed the exam was the present day First Secretary Shen Shi Xing. 

In other words, by attacking Zhang Si Xiu, he would not only be able to gain the emperor’s 
favor but also to punish Shen Shi Xing. By pulling Shen Shi Xing in, he would be able to shoot 
two birds with one arrow. It was truly a vicious move. 

That was the start of the bloody affair. 

Shen Shi Xing quickly figured out his enemy’s intention. He immediately wrote to the 
emperor to defend himself. He said all the test sheets, which had only numbers and no names, 


were sealed, and no cheatings could have been committed. 


The emperor sided with his teacher and ordered to have Ding Ci Lu demoted and 
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transferred. Everyone felt relieved. 
But the issuing of the order marked the real beginning of the tempest. 


Among Ming censors, there were certainly lone heroes such as Yang Ji Sheng. But most of 
the time, the acts were committed by groups. Behind a successful censor there were always a 
bunch of other censors. 


With Ding Ci Lu failing, the dark hands that had been behind the scene appeared on the 
stage. There were three pairs of them. 


The names of the three men were Li Zhi, Jiang Dong Zhi, and Yang Ke Li. I see the three 
fellows were veritably the “blasphemy iron triangle”. 


I endowed the honorable title to the three because they were not only good at blaspheming; 
they were also loyal to each other. 


Li, Jiang, and Yang were all distinguished scholars of year five of Ten Thousand Seasons 
(AD 1577). Initially they were not well acquainted. Once they became censors, however, 
common interests and careers (criticizing) brought them together. Deep friendships grew from 


battles and they became the new generation of muckrakers. 


They are referred to as the new generation because prior to them, there had also been three 
men extremely good at creating agitations. They were the famous Liu Tai, Zhao Yong Xian, 
and Wu Zhong Xing. The three fellows back then managed to irritate Teacher Zhang Ju Zheng 
so much that he almost lost half of his life. Coincidentally, they were all distinguished scholars 
of year five of Grand Celebration (AD 1571). They were considered the iron triangle of the old 


generation. 


But the three old comrades were nonetheless kind men. When everyone was extolling 
Zhang Ju Zheng, they criticized him. That was considered righteous indignation. The latter 
three continued their blasphemies when everyone else had stopped. That would have to be 


opportunistic. 


As soon as Ding Ci Lu’s memorial was refuted, Li Zhi charged and aimed his gun directly 
toward Shen Shi Xing. In addition, he also dragged in Yang Wei, the minister of personnel, 
who did the real work, into the fray. He alleged the minister toadied to the Cabinet and 
belittled censors. 


Even before the sound of his words faded out, Jiang Dong Zhi and Yang Ke Li wrote to 
support him. Then another group of censors brought themselves into the fray. All of a sudden 
there was uproar in the public. 

Initially Shen Shi Xing didn’t pay much attention to all these moves. Ding Ci Lu has been 


kicked out, you can just make as much trouble as you like, what can you do? 
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But something unexpected happened. A few days later, the emperor issued a second order, 
in which he asked Ding Ci Lu to stay and he also removed Gao Qi Yu, the chief proctor of 
Yingtian (in charge of creating the test questions), from his position. 


It was a very dangerous political signal. 


What Shen Shi Xing didn’t know was that toward Zhang Ju Zheng, the emperor’s feeling 
was not just hatred, but deep hatred. The late Teacher Zhang was not just an abominable 
usurper of power, he was a dark shadow enshrouded over the emperor’s head. 


The emperor opposed anyone who supported Zhang Ju Zheng and supported anyone who 
opposed Zhang Ju Zheng, regardless who, when, or out of what motivation. 


That was really the emperor’s feeling. Last time he expelled Ding Ci Lu because he wanted 
to save Teacher Shen’s face. Now he had already done the face saving, he would do whatever 


was to be done. 


Shen Shi Xing understood. He was about to be in a great peril. Today the man who created 
the test questions were punished, tomorrow the proctor would be next. Kill a chicken to warn 
the monkey was the kind of trick not rarely seen. 


The situation was urgent. But at the crucial moment, what Shen Shi Xing did was baffling. 
He didn’t write to offer his defense. Affronted by the attacks of the three censors, he kept 
himself silent, which provoked some speculations. 


A few days later, he finally wrote to the emperor. But he was not defending himself. Rather, 
he offered his resignation. 


On the same day, Cabinet Grand Academician Xu Guo and Minister Yang Wei of Personnel 
also submitted their resignations. They ask for permission to go home. 


Turning defense to offense, it was a powerful move. Pan Ji Xun, the minister of justice, 
Wang Lin, the minister of revenue and population, Zhao Jin, the left censor general, and more 
than a dozen other ministry level officials wrote to lobby on behalf of Shen Shi Xing, pleading 
to keep him. Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons now had to scramble. Although he wanted to 
support the three foul mouthed lieutenants in order to completely destroy Zhang Ju Zheng, to 
maintain order and unity so that he had people doing the work for him, he had to once again 
issue an order to urge him and others to stay. He would refuse the resignations. 


The order meant two things. First it consoled Shen Shi Xing. The emperor was saying, let’s 
for now put that matter aside, but you are not leaving either, just keep doing your job. 

In addition, it signaled to Jiang, Yang, and Li, you have done a good job and I like what 
you did (otherwise I would have beaten you at your butts), but for now, let’s just stop and 


we'll come back to this later. 
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So that quieted the matter. But what happened later told us all these were just a warm-up. 


The root of the problem was the iron triangle. After the exam cheating incident, the three 
fellows who kissed the ass the right way were all promoted. Jiang Dong Zhi became the 
deputy chief of Palace Kitchen. Li Zhi became the deputy chief of Ranches and Stables. Yang 
Ke Li became the deputy chief of the Office of Seals. 


The deputy chief of Ranches and Stables was in charge of raising horses. He was a deputy 
horse breeder, a regular fourth grade position. The deputy chief of Palace Kitchen was in 
charge of dinning and banquets. It was a lucrative regular fifth grade position. The deputy 
chief of the Office of Seals was in charge of official documents and seals. It was a secretarial 


secondary fifth grade position. 


In other words, there were unique but not great deals of benefits in each of the three 
positions. That showed that Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons had his own ideas in his mind: 
I’ve found good jobs for you guys, you'll come to help me on small matters, don’t bother me 


on big matters. 


But the three fellows didn’t have the acumen to recognize that. They didn’t understand the 
emperor’s arrangement. Now having got the dye, they were about to venture to open a dye 
house. Despite they held insignificant positions with limited power, they were ambitious. It’s 
like with two bucks in hands they were dreaming millions. After celebrating with elation, they 


would continue their quest. 


But this time, they learned from the previous lesson and they would find a soft bag to 
punch. They chose another man, Pan Ji Xun, as their target. 


Poor Comrade Pan Ji Xun was actually not Shen Shi Xing’s man. In truth, he was just a 
technician of irrigation works. When Gao Gong was in power, he did his job. When Zhang Ju 
Zheng was in power, he continued doing his job. He was an exemplary good man. He became 
the target for nothing more than just because he was outraged and said a few words out of a 
sense of fairness. 

Nonetheless, the man was well liked. Plus, he was a unique technical talent and he also 
held the job as minister of justice. It was not that easy to bring him down. 

But with just one memorial, Li Zhi was able to completely finish him. 

The memorial thoroughly demonstrated Mr. Li’s skills at The Art of Thick and Black. In it he 
refused to mention Shen Shi Xing and didn’t even offer any criticisms of Technician Pan. He 
enumerated only two things, that when Zhang Ju Zheng was in power, Pan Ji Xun was close to 
him and was in frequent contact with him; then after Zhang Ju Zheng’s death when his house 
was searched and properties seized, Pan Ji Xun had for several times pleaded on behalf of him. 
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That was sufficient enough. 


Being Shen Shi Xing’s confidant was not important; personal matters were not important; 
but as Zhang Ju Zheng’s cohort, that was fatal. 


Soon after, the industrious Master Pan was deprived of all of his positions. From a minister 
he was sent straight down to the bottom and to home as an ordinary man. 


The deplorable way used by them outraged many censors. Censors Dong Zi Xing and Li 
Dong each wrote to the emperor to plead for Pan Ji Xun. But both were rejected by the 
emperor. They were also fined a year of their salaries. 


With the emperor’s backing, the iron triangle felt they could do anything with impunity. 
They brought the fire of battle to the Cabinet. They were also ruthless in their acts by 
employing both open and covert methods. First they wrote anonymous letters, in which they 
charged that Grand Academician Xu Guo had organized people for the purpose of punishing 
Li Zhi and Jiang Dong Zhi. Then they publicly censured Shen Shi Xing’s confidants. Their 
provocations were relentless. 


Having witnessed a minister’s downfall and the first secretary’s punishment, by now 
everyone was worried about his own safety. No one knew who would be the next. Even Liu 
Shang Zhi, a palace emissary at the Ministry of Justice and a former good friend of Jiang Dong 


Zhi’s, couldn’t restrain his anger anymore. He came forward and shouted out: 


“Are you not going to stop until you have ousted everyone who had worked with Zhang 
Ju Zheng?” 


But baffling to everyone, amid the tempestuous uproar, one man remained quiet. 


Under the heavy dark cloud, Shen Shi Xing was calm and cool. He neither quarreled nor 


made troubles. He was serene and content. 


If Zhang Ju Zheng was in his place, that would be a big deal. The fellow’s temper would 
inevitably induce him to shout back first, and then he would be in the battle himself. He would 
have fired men and would have beaten people in the butt. He would have publicly censured 
people. He would not stop until everyone was brought down and finished for good. Liu Tai, 
Zhao Yong Xian and others were perfect examples. 


In terms of ability and talent, Shen Shi Xing was far inferior to Zhang Ju Zheng. But on 
handling this sort of matter, he exceeded Zhang Ju Zheng far and wide. 

First Secretary Shen understood very clearly that Zhang Ju Zheng was a genuine and 
remarkable talent in handling state matters. Men like Liu Tai and Jiang Dong Zhi were like 
idiots at their jobs, except they had quick mouths and were rich in supply of saliva. To argue 
about trivial matters with these men meant certain trouble because these men would bring 
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their enemies to their level. Then they would use their experience gained in doing idiotic work 
to defeat their enemies. 


In his mind, the sort of men like Li Zhi and Jiang Dong Zhi were nothing but clowns. They 
would not be able to cause fatal damages. He would not have to wait long before these men 
exposed their own weaknesses. 


Besides being generous and open-minded, he also thought his enemies were just at a class 
too low. 


But the iron triangle didn’t seem to have that kind of sense. In August of year thirteen of 
Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1585), they launched another assault. 


The matter took place like this. In order to build the mausoleum for the emperor, Shen Shi 
Xing went to Mount Dayu to supervise the work. The plan was to lay the foundation. But 


instead, excavation found boulders. 


If we look at the matter today, it’s nothing, we just need to remove the boulders. But back 


then, it was a matter that meant someone would lose his head. 


The emperor's final resting place had to be a carefully chosen ground of good feng-shui. It 
was to ensure that after the death of the lord emperor, he would lie in comfort. But a stony 
ground had been chosen meant only an ill attempt was made on the emperor to let him die in 
discomfort. What was the motivation? 


A charge had been established. But Shen Shi Xing was only a supervisor. To bring him 
down, there had to be more. 


After some investigation, they found what they needed. Actually the ground was chosen 
by Xu Xue Mo, the minister of rites. The man was not only Shen Shi Xing’s in-law, he was also 
a townsman. Obviously he selected the bad ground because he wanted to bring trouble to the 
emperor. It meant he had some plans and of ill attempts. He had to be under someone else’s 
instigation. 

As long as they kept a firm bite on the relationships of the two men, they would be able to 
completely bring down Shen Shi Xing. These ambitious men had already picked the successor 
to the first secretary. As soon as Shen Shi Xing was impeached and removed, they would 
immediately recommend this man and install him in office. Then they would be able to control 
the Court. That was their plan. 


But there were two fatal flaws in the seemingly flawless plan. 


A few days later, the three men submitted their memorials at the same time. They made the 
charges that the location of the mausoleum was very badly chosen, Shen Shi Xing was in 
dereliction of his duty, and he was guilty of nepotism. Their words were violent. 
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Under the unprecedented attack, Shen Shi Xing didn’t panic. He simply submitted an 
ordinary memorial, in which he explained what had happened and he knew these men would 
soon be in trouble. 


A day later, the emperor issued a writ in reply: 

“The cabinet officer’s (Shen Shi Xing’s) job is to handle state affairs. Do you think he is a 
feng-shui master?” 

Having finished his castigation, the angry emperor also issued the order to fine the three 
men half of a year’s of salary as a warning to them. 


The three were thoroughly stupefied. They scratched their heads and couldn’t figure out 
what went wrong. 


Actually, it all boiled down to bad intelligence work. Having lingered around, the fellows 
knew only the one who found the location was Xu Xue Mo but they didn’t know the one who 


made the final decision was the emperor. 


The lord emperor had worked his butt off to have personally chosen the location and then 
it was assailed as a worthless piece of land. It wouldn’t have been right if anger was not 
vented on them. 


But it was not all that bad. After all, they were the emperor’s men and they were only fined 
half of a year’s salary. If they worked hard they would be able to come back with vengeance. 

But before the three could continue their advance, they got a shot from behind. 

Prior to that, in order to decide on the successor of Shen Shi Xing, the three had actually 
thought very hard. After repeated deliberations, they finally decided on Wang Xi Jue. 

Gentleman Wang had appeared before. When Zhang Ju Zheng was planning to use 


deprivation of bereavement, he went to push the issue, which almost made Lord Zhang kill 
himself. He was Zhang Ju Zheng’s nemesis and he was also Li Zhi’s teacher. There could be no 
better choice. 


That seemed to be sound. But there were two things they didn’t know: 


First, Wang Xi Jue was an upright man. He didn’t like Zhang Ju Zheng. But he was not 
Zhang Ju Zheng’s enemy. 


Second, Wang Xi Jue was a distinguished scholar of year forty one of Civility and 
Tranquility. Even before taking the exam, he already knew his townsman Shen Shi Xing. In the 
general exam, he placed at the top and Shen Shi Xing placed second. In the palace exam, he 
placed second and Shen Shi Xing placed first. 


“One loses the right to speak without study and research”, Mao Ze Dong. 
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Based on the two points above, upon learning he would be recommended to succeed Shen 


Shi Xing, Wang Xi Jue submitted his resignation. 


It was a famous letter of resignation. Its full title is A Letter of Requesting for Dismissal 
Regarding Matters of Rebuttal. He also listed the specific reasons for his resignation: 


If a teacher is not able to make his students behave in good manner, the teacher should be 


dismissed! 


All was over. Although the men were not of good moral at least they were good at 
gnawing others. The emperor initially intended to just teach them a lesson and then would 
allow them to continue whatever they had been doing. 

But the three were just too much a disgrace. They offended the Cabinet, their colleagues, 
and now even their teacher had become against them. If they are allowed to continue making 
trouble, even I may become their victim. He issued the order. Jiang Dong Zhi, Li Zhi, and Yang 
Ke Li were all demoted by three levels and sent to remote areas. 

That’s the way that family dogs became homeless dogs. Without making any noise, Shen 
Shi Xing got the final victory. 
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To Shen Shi Xing, Jiang Dong Zhi and his ilk were just peanuts. Having been in the Court 
for over twenty years, he had been able to handle even those super bigshots like Xu Jie and 
Zhang Ju Zheng, and his skills at muddling along were honed to the acme of perfection. These 
minions of year five of Ten Thousand Seasons were of course didn’t even need a cinch of his 
effort. 


Muddling along is an art form of living. Except a few knuckleheads, every one of the 
people of the world knows how to muddle along. Muddling along doesn’t hinder the progress 
of society and humanity. One should muddle along as needed and should work as needed. 
Those who only muddle along without doing real work are dawdlers. 

Shen Shi Xing was not a dawdler. Muddling along was his means, doing real work was his 
ends. 

Usually a new boss always wants to ignite few fires, through which he earns himself some 
achievements. He does big and special things. But looking at all those things done by Shen Shi 
Xing since he took power, one would be surprised to see that his doing big was really doing 
nothing. He achieved by achieving nothing. 

The first thing Shen Shi Xing did was abolishing Zhang Ju Zheng’s Review and 
Accountability Act. 

It was an act that was baffling. To many, Shen Shi Xing was in Zhang Ju Zheng’s camp and 


he had no reason to reverse Zhang Ju Zheng’s policies. 
Bug Shen Shi Xing did exactly that, because what he did was right. 
The Review and Accountability Act was the core of Zhang Ju Zheng’s reform. Work quotas 


were specified at every level. The punishments on those who failed to meet the quotas range 
from the light, fired, to severe, imprisoned. Officials at all levels dreaded it. 


For a long time, the Ming timecard system was very effective and greatly improved the 
efficiency of bureaucrats. It was something Zhang Ju Zheng was most proud of. 
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But Mr. Zhang didn’t understand that the law had a very serious flaw. 


For example, the Court specified that the Ministry of Revenue and Population was to 
collect one million ounces of silver in taxes, which, when assigned to Zhejiang, meant a quota 
of three hundred thousand. This task would be assigned to the associate minister (a regular 
fifth grade position) of the Zhejiang Department in the Ministry of Revenue and Population. 
He would be the one overseeing its execution. 


Once the Department of Zhejiang received the order, it would press the imperial inspector 
of Zhejiang to execute the order. Then the lord inspector would in turn hand it down to the 


governor to fulfill the quota by the deadline. 


Of course the governor of Zhejiang wouldn’t sit idle. He would immediately summon all of 
his prefecture magistrates and ask them to fulfill quotas by a specific deadline. Those 
prefecture magistrates would go back to their county magistrates and ask them to meet quotas 
by their deadlines. 


Although county magistrates were low level officials, they would not do the actual work. 
They would go back to their offices and get their runners to do the collections. 


The ones who actually did the work were the county government runners. They had no 
one else to hand down the work, and they had to do the collection house by house. 


Since the founding of Ming, taxes were basically collected this way. Management wise, it 
was a reasonable arrangement. It had worked for over two hundred years and there had been 


no major issues. 


But the matter became troublesome once the Review and Accountability Act was 


introduced. 


Previously when the central government issued the order and locals went to carry it out, 
even if they failed to get it done, there was still some wiggle room. Reviews were done once 
every three years. In years when natural disasters were serious and more people were 
impacted, it wouldn’t be an issue if the taxes collected didn’t meet the quotas. With policies 
being flexible, the next year they could try harder to continue working on it. 


Once the Review and Accountability Act was put in place, it wouldn’t do. A quota was a 
quota and it was to be fulfilled. Shortage had to be made up and the ones who failed to make 
up the shortage would be fired and punished. 


Livelihoods were now at stake. A runner’s failure would implicate the county magistrate, 
whose failure then would implicate the prefecture magistrate, and whose failure would then 
implicate the governor. Responsibilities were put on all levels. Everyone was in the same boat 
and no one would be able to get away if something went wrong. 
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Instead of going down from the bottom to the top, pressures came from the top to the 
bottom. Once an order was given, officials at every level were mobilized. They took neither 
arguments nor excuses. Quotas had to be fulfilled. 


The reverse happened. Governors pressured prefectures, who pressured counties, who 
pressured runners, who then pressured..., in the end they had to pressure the people. 


What ensued became simple. Higher levels pressed the lower levels and lower levels 
pressed the people. In normal years, people would be able to manage to get by. But in years of 
disasters, people suffered. Government runners still came. When they were told disasters 
befell on the family, they nodded their heads. When they were told there were losses of lives in 
the family, they still nodded their heads. Once finishing nodding their heads, they still pressed. 
Regardless if a family had food to eat or not, even if the entire family would die, if quotas were 
not met, then it meant they would lose their jobs. You tell me if I should collect or not? 


What described above was still considered business as usual. Later, matters, as they 
progressed, became worse. 


Per the law, one’s results were tied to his job. Those who were able to get more done and 
get things done faster would receive better reviews, which meant faster promotion. Then 
many local officials started to report false numbers. Even those poor and desolate places where 
even dogs didn’t bother to shit there dared to exaggerate. They had nothing to lose anyway. 


But the Court didn’t care. If one reported a number, one had to present the money. Thus 
collections were done house by house. Failure to collect meant exerting pressures and if 
pressures failed to work, force would be used. Those who were subjected to force fled. And the 
people who fled became migrants. 


Migrants were a serious issue in mid and late Ming. In today’s words, they were the 
destabilizing factors of the society. People left their homes and wandered. They had no proofs 
of residency and had no dwellings. They didn’t want to apply for temporary residencies. They 
impacted the peace and stability of society. 


By the mid Ten Thousand Seasons, the number of migrants was staggering. Even around 
the suburb of Beijing there entrenched large numbers of migrants. Most of these people were 
not honest law-biding peasants. Thefts and robberies became a matter of life. Once a while, the 
Court had to send soldiers out to do a sweep. It was a tough problem. 


This was not something that Zhang Ju Zheng expected. 
Shen Shi Xing, without hesitation, abolished the Review and Accountability Act. He also 


allotted large quantities of farmlands to settle the migrants to alleviate social confrontations. 


Abolishing the Review and Accountability Act was an important decision by the Shen Shi 
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Xing administration. Although it was a reform it didn’t required much effort. Zhang Ju Zheng 
was already a dead and abandoned man. No one came out to support him. It costed nothing to 
abolish his laws. 


But what he had to do next wasn’t that easy. 


In year eighteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1590), Garrison Commander Li Lian Fang 
was ambushed while he was on a patrol along the border. His force was entirely annihilated. 
The perpetrator was the Mongolian Tarter tribe leader Cheleeke. 


That was a big deal because Li Lian Fang was a senior Ming military commander. Killing 
him was a serious challenge to the Ming government by the Tartars. When the news arrived, 


officials clenched their fists and wanted to send forces to punish the troublemakers. 


Regardless how one looked at the matter, it seemed war was inevitable. It was seemingly 
inconceivable that the proud Great Ming, having been attacked, would not retaliate and act 
like a turtle by pulling its head into its shell. Not only that, the emperor also knew it. Even he 
felt he had lost his face and demanded use of force. 


With the boss giving his words and the people supporting him, war seemed inevitable. But 
at this moment, Shen Shi Xing stood forward and said to the emperor: 


“No war.” 


In China’s history, whenever something happened to the country, like either territories 
occupied or people killed, there was always upheaval in the Court filled with excited men. 
Everyone shouted war and everyone looked like a national hero and the embodiment of justice. 
But there were nuances: 


Why not? In time of war, when hatred to the enemy was both national and personal, 
emotions ran high and everyone became excited. Riding along on the wave of excitement 
costed one nothing. The war wouldn’t be his war. He would also gain fame. 


But being on the side of peace meant something different. When everyone, true or false, 
shouted war, you shouted peace, which meant you were not with the mass, which meant you 


would be trampled to death. 


Those who argued for war weren't necessarily brave and those who argued for peace 
werent necessarily cowards. 


Shen Shi Xing, arguing for peace, was a brave man. Reality also proved his argument was a 


very correct one. 


That’s because Cheleeke, the perpetrator, was not an ordinary man. He was Tartar’s King 
of Obedience and Righteousness. 
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The King of Obedience and Righteousness was the title bestowed on Altan by Ming. 
Cheleeke was Altan’s successor. But the man was neither obedient nor righteous. He was not 
content with doing trading. His thoughts were on expanding. He also planned to ally with 
Mongol and Tibetan tribes and create a Mongolian empire to oppose Ming. 


To men of his ilk, war ought to be the choice. But the great Prussian military theorist 
Clausewitz said war is the continuation of politics. The real purpose of war, in truth, is to 


subdue the enemy. If one can achieve that purpose through other means, why use war? 
Shen Shi Xing found this other means. 


His keen sense helped him seeing that despite Cheleeke was the king, the men under him 
were not as united as seemed. Their union was formed by various tribes and each had its own 
idea about how to deal with Ming. Most of them had maintained good business relationships 
with Ming and were averse to fighting against Ming. If war was declared, then Ming would 
have to fight against those who wanted war and those who didn’t want war. It would be not 
cost effective. The best strategy was to divide and conquer. 


Thus Shen Shi Xing opposed war. 


Of course, Shen Shi Xing’s political acumen wouldn’t have allowed him to publicly 
announce his opposition. In the silence of a late night, he alone wrote a draft and sent it to the 


emperor in secrecy. He ensured that no chance was left to failure. 


The emperor received the memorial and agreed with Shen Shi Xing. He agreed to put the 


war on hold and authorized Shen Shi Xing to manage this matter. 


Uproar ensued when the news broke. But if the emperor said there would be no war, no 
one could go to argue against the emperor. Mr. Shen Shi Xing also put on a face of an innocent 
victim: I am the first secretary of the Court, but if the emperor doesn’t agree with me, there is 
really nothing I can do. 


There would be no war but the matter didn’t end there. Shen Shi Xing then immediately 
ordered Zheng Luo, the minister of war, to muster a large force at the border. But it was not to 
be used to do a large scale attack. It simply remained there every day and targeted only 
Cheleeke. Not only that, it attacked only his baggage trains. Done with robbery, they simply 
left. 


This method of fighting required no cost and the profit margin was very high. The Ming 
troops enjoyed doing it. But Cheleeke couldn’t stop lamenting. No longer being able to sustain 
himself, he had to take his men and move away. In that way, without starting a large scale war 
and without costing a single soldier’s life, Shen Shi Xing easily resolved the problem. Peace 
was restored at the border. 
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Although after the death of Zhang Ju Zheng, politics at the Court was very complicated 
with numerous factions, Shen Shi Xing, relying on his unmatched skill in the Art of Muddling 
Along, was able to handle everything with calm and ease. More commendably, he not only 
muddled along, he also selfishlessly helped those comrades, such as Comrade Ten Thousand 


Seasons, who failed in trying to muddle along. 


Ever since taking the throne, the emperor had been busy in doing two things. One was 
handling state affairs. The other was defaming Zhang Ju Zheng. To some extent, these two 
things were actually the same thing. 


Zhang Ju Zheng was simply too much a biggie. He was an official for twenty six years and 
ten years as an emperor (in practice). His notoriety exceeded that of the emperor’s. Although 
the man was dead, the tea was still so hot that it kept producing bubbles. Without making 
Zhang Ju Zheng stink, he would not be able to do a good job at state affairs. 


But to accomplish that, he couldn’t do it by himself. He had to find some hitmen. The 
emperor quickly discovered the best hitmen were censors and officials. 


In Zhang Ju Zheng’s era, censors were out of favor and were trodden down so much that 
they had not much life left. Now the emperor had made his decision. He would open the gate 
and let out the dogs. 


Actually these men did really well. Men like Jiang Dong Zhi, Li Zhi, and Yang Ke Li, 
despite that they didn’t end up well, at least did their best as dogs while they were at their jobs. 


Seeing Zhang Ju Zheng being repeatedly pounded, the emperor was very pleased. Seeing 
that Shen Shi Xing was also implicated, the emperor wasn’t sad either. To him, it was just a 
minor side effect. A little prodding on Teacher Shen wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, lest he 
would make the same mistakes his predecessor (Zhang Ju Zheng) had made when he would 
have been the first secretary for too long. 


He liberated the censors and commanded them with confidence because he was sure these 
men would forever obey his commands. 


But he didn’t realize how terrible a mistake he had made. In terms of the proficiency in 
cursing, there was only one difference between censors and doyennes. Doyennes were 
amateurs and censors were professionals. 


Finishing cursing, a doyenne had to go home, do the laundry and cooking. But upon 
finishing cursing one, a censor had to find the next one to lambaste. Once they had become 
sufficiently strong, the target of their attacks would no longer be the dead Zhang Ju Zheng or 
the living Shen Shi Xing, but rather the supremely emperor. 


To censors and officials, there were indeed good reasons the emperor deserved some 
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tongue lashing. 
Starting from year fifteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1587), the emperor gradually 


began to be absent from court sessions. He often cited “minor discomfort”. Initially he indeed 
occasionally “suffered”. Later it became frequent. “Minor discomfort” also gradually turned 
into “dizziness and fatigue”. In a word, officials saw him less and less. 


It must be pointed out although the emperor didn’t attend court sessions, it didn’t mean he 
wasn’t doing his job. Matters still had to be dealt with. It’s like you get out of bed in the 
morning and don’t want to go to work, and you decide to work at home. Except not logging 
the hours and seeing fewer people, there is no difference. It must be either unintentional 
misunderstandings or intentional smearing by later generations when they said the fellow for 
decades wasn’t working. 


Being an emperor in China was a profitable affair. He would be able to get whatever he 
wanted. But it was also a risky business. The seat that he put his ass on was wanted by 
everyone who was a human being. Any one in that seat, except those who were mentally 
retarded, was basically always a skeptic. He would be skeptical about everyone he knew. 
There could be an intrigue today and a rebellion somewhere tomorrow. Life was hanging on a 
thread. A knife could be placed on his neck if he failed to read reports for just a few days. 


Emperor Ten Thousand Seasons was no exception. In reality he was a shrewd politician 
who was extremely hungry for power and skilled at intrigues. What everyone saw was only 
the fact he was absent from court sessions. But no one sensed the secret hidden behind that 
fact: 

Prior to him, there had been many emperors, who were present at every court session and 
diligent at work. They lived their days laboriously. But they still failed to keep their heads. But 
he didn’t attend court sessions for decades and saw no one and yet he was still able to control 
the officials. You have to say he was a man of extraordinary skills. 

But censors didn’t care those sorts of things. In their world, the emperor not only had to do 
the work, he also had to come to work. Even if there was nothing to do, you’ve got to sit here. 
That’s what an emperor is supposed to do. 

Of course the emperor didn’t want to do that. He displayed his refusal by not attending 
court sessions. Censors also didn’t want to accept that. They displayed their unhappiness by 
repeatedly filing memorials. In the following decades, they kept doing this same thing. 

In October of year fourteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1586), the prelude to the war 
that lasted for over thirty years opened. 


The emperor at the time was mostly a court goer with only occasional truancies. But 
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despite that, he still couldn’t escape from being noticed. 


The first one who wrote was Lu Hong Chun, a manager of worships at the Ministry of 
Rites. By no means should he have been the first one, because he was in charge of worships 
and ceremonies. He also ranked low and usually wasn’t supposed to see the emperor. 


But those things didn’t hinder him from complaining. He wasn’t happy not because the 
emperor didn’t go to the Court, but because he didn’t follow the rituals of worships. 


Lu Hong Chun was a very dutiful man. He found that the emperor rarely came to the 
Ancestral Temple. Recently he also heard that the emperor had been more frequently absent 
from court sessions. Therefore he wrote and hoped the emperor would correct himself. 


It should have been an ordinary matter. But he made it unordinary. Besides studying rites 
and ceremonies, Mr. Lu had also studied medicine. Equipped with knowledges in medicine, it 
would really be a disservice to himself if he didn’t utilize his knowledges. He fully employed 
his specialty. He wrote an exquisite and long treatise and presented it to His Majesty for his 


perusal. 


The next day, Shen Shi Xing was ordered to see the emperor. As soon as he entered the 
room, he heard these words: 


“This bastard Lu Hong Chun is reckless and misleading. He thinks his is someone and 
wants to make a name for himself! Let Guards in Brocade take him to the front gate and 
bludgeon him sixty times, do it nicely! Fire him, make him a servant, and never use him again!” 


The above words were the original words of Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons and there 


has been no refinement. 


A long long time ago, the word ‘bastard’ came into being. In many Ming novels, the word 
appears frequently. It could carry different connotations. Depending on the settings, it can be 
interpreted as the fellow, the brat, the rascal, and the bastard as the situation varies. 


But what is certain is the word is not a good word and it was a word often used by riffraff. 


When the Lord Emperor spitted out such a word, it meant he was genuinely pissed off. 
That was understandable. Lu Hong Chun’s memorial would piss off you if you read it. 


Besides castigating the emperor for being absent from memorial and worship rituals, 


Manager Lu also worried for the emperor about the potential harms caused by it: 


“Your Majesty is at the prime of your life. You have a strong and virile constitution. 


Dizziness and vertigo are not symptoms that a person of your age should have.” 


Suffering from dizziness at such a young age was indeed not good and it should be taken 


care of. If he stopped there, that would have been it. 
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But after expressing his worries, Mr. Lu displayed his medicinal skills: 


“Doctors say: weakness and feeling lackadaisical is the result of putting too much strain on 
and injuries to the internal organs and systems. If the liver is weak, then you feel dizziness. If 
the kidneys are weak, then you feel backache and suffer from spermatorrhea.” 


Lacking energy, weakness in liver and kidneys, these were the symptoms. Then he 
continued on with his diagnosis: 

“You entertain too much in bed and you forget to maintain your health. I am very worried 
for you.” 

That was the classiest sentence. 


Entertaining too much in bed hinted entertainment in a certain way and I am sure everyone 


knows what it meant. In summary what he meant was: 


My emperor, in my opinion, you are not healthy because you indulge too much in certain 
kind of entertainment and you don’t restrain yourself to keep yourself healthy. If you continue 
like this, it’s going to get worse. 

The one who uttered these words was neither the emperor’s mother nor his wife. Neither 
were the ones who exchanged rumors in late night and kept the secret to only the heaven and 
the earth and themselves. Rather it was a sixth grade official in charge of rites and ceremonies. 
The memorial was submitted publically and every word of it has been kept in history forever. 


If I still don’t get him licked now, then I'd have lived my life in vain. 
The order was issued to Shen Shi Xing and he was put in a dilemma. 


The shrewd man knew if he followed the emperor’s order and delivered a severe 
punishment on Lu Hong Chun, the censors wouldn’t accept it. But if he refused to do it, the 
emperor wouldn’t accept it. 

He deliberated for quite a while and then came up with an idea. 

He went back and immediately took up his brush and drafted two documents. The first 
one was issued in the emperor’s name, in which Lu Hong Chun was severely reprimanded 
and was deposed and put under investigation. The second document was in the name of the 
Cabinet, written to the emperor, in which he appealed to forgive Lu Hong Chun and let the 
matter rest. 


In his thinking, he wanted to offend neither side and would be able to explain to both sides. 
In reality, that was just an illusion. 
The first to react was the emperor. The emperor was not a fool and he saw right away Shen 


Shi Xing’s legerdemain. He at once issued the order to get the butt beating done immediately 
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without delay. He also hinted, not without malice, that there was ample space at the front gate 
and having one more man there wouldn’t make it more crowded. 


The front gate was where bludgeoning was carried out. Seeing he was about to become the 
scapegoat, Shen Shi Xing changed his stance and sent Lu Hong Chun out there, who received a 
sound beating of sixty times. 


That was how the wasps’ nest was punctured. 


Censors felt ashamed. Even an amateur from the Ministry of Rites had enough courage to 
write and expose the emperor’s private life and yet those professionals who had been in wars 
of mouths managed to stay on the sidelines. Where is our professionalism? 


The crowd was excited. With Palace Emissary Yang Ting Xiang as the vanguard, over a 
dozen censors joined the fray in defense of Lu Hong Chun and demanded his reinstatement. 


Faced with a food of spittle and memorials, the emperor didn’t yield. In fact it was a very 
wise decision. If he yielded and pardoned Lu Hong Chun, then the blame that he “enjoys too 
much entertainment of certain kind and doesn’t maintain personal health” would forever be 
borne by him. 


But having repelled one salvo there came another salvo. The censors vied to make their 
voices heard and there were heated discussions. They had nothing else to do anyway, and 
saying something costed them nothing. 


The emperor finally had enough. He decided to dole out fines. The first one who stirred up 
the trouble was fined a year’s salary and the followers were fined eight months of salary. 


To censors the method was very effective. 


In Ming, there were different ways in dealing with different kinds of officials. To make 
local officials feel the pain, usually demotion was the method. Fining them wouldn’t work 
because these men had extracurricular income and didn’t have to use their base pay. Reducing 
their pay to nothing wouldn’t hurt them. 

Censors were different. They lived only on their pay. Without pay, they wouldn’t be able to 
live. Their families would end up swallowing wind. Thus they were particular afraid of this 
tactic. 

That ended the controversy and everyone became quiet. 


But that was only the thing on the surface. To this, Shen Shi Xing had a deep 
understanding. As the world’s number one expert muddler, he wanted to offend neither his 
boss nor his colleagues. To ensure peace and unity, for decades, day in and day out, he 
muddied the water. But as the matter progressed, he gradually came to the realization that the 
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happy life of being a muddler was not about to last long. 
The emperor’s life style deteriorated day after day. 
In fact Lu Hong Chun was probably right in his speculation. That the twenty-something 


emperor didn’t want to attend court sessions could only be explained by him being indulged 
in certain kind of entertainment. Otherwise it would be really hard to explain what sort of 
things he was doing by staying in the palace every day. 

In retrospective, Zhang Ju Zheng back then was too strict on him. He was allowed to do 
nothing and even dining and drinking were closely monitored. It was pretty much like a 
senior, having labored for years, finally got a college admission. Achievement was made and 


there ensued the complete liberation. 


While liberating himself, Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons also liberated others. Ultra- 
urgent matters, such as wars or rebellions, were perused and reviewed. All other matters were 
shunned away as much as he could. And he came to the Court less and less. 


Shen Shi Xing was worried. But it would be inappropriate for him to discuss the matter 
publicly. Then suddenly he had an idea. He immediately wrote a memorial. In my opinion, the 
water muddying skills he demonstrated in this document was unmatched. 


The document basically said this: 


Your Majesty, I have heard in recent days you suffer from ill health. You suffer from 
frequent bouts of dizziness. I am very concerned. I know this is because you have worked too 
hard! Because you often work through the night and do the work yourself (double meaning, so 
admirable) and it’s taking a toll on your health. For the country I hope you stay away from 


trivialities, build up energy, and keep a clear mind, in order to maintain a good health. 
The feeling of admiring like looking up at a mountain and feeling small came naturally. 


The emperor showed enough deference to this memorial. He had an audience with Shen 
Shi Xing and indicated he understood his concerns. Medicines are bitter but they cure diseases. 
He would heed his advice. Shen Shi Xing was very pleased and left feeling happy. 


But that was just an illusion. In this world, only one kind of drug, poison, would have an 


immediate effect. 


Facts showed the emperor was not an ordinary man. An ordinary man, upon being advised, 
would at least show a few days of restraint. But he didn’t change at all. Every day he 
continued working overtime pursuing the entertainment he enjoyed. It was said he doubled 
down. He got over a dozen young eunuchs to sleep with him, which created a new genre. 


There were plenty of reports in history records about sleeping with eunuchs. It’s hard to 


31 


The Art of Water Muddying 


say if the reports were accurate. But one thing is certain, Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons 
continued what he was doing and didn’t show any deference to officials’ feelings. 


Well, if you don’t care about our feelings, then there are harsh ways to discuss this. 


In December of year seventeen of Ten Thousand Seasons, the most daring and the most 
valiant memorial in the history of Ming, no actually, in the history of China was born! Its 
author was Luo Yu Ren, an official from the Office of Crime and Prosecution. 


Luo Yu Ren’s courtesy name was Shao Jing. He was from Jingyang of Shaanxi. Throughout 
Ming and Qing, men from Shaanxi generally lagged behind in testing but they were all rather 
more upright. They were neither emotionally eloquent nor prolix. The never minced words 
and they dared to affront Lord Heaven. For example, later the big grafter He Shen, when he 
was at the apogee of his power, enjoyed the emperor’s support at the top and the officials 
licking his boots at the bottom. Even Ji Xiao Lan and Liu Yong! had to yield to him and stay 
aside. The so-called “battle of the minds” was all largely stories made up by people later. His 
words would be echoed by hundreds. But the only one who refused to echo him was Wang Jie 
of Shaanxi. Every time when He Shen spoke, all other officials echoed with praises. But Wang 
Jie chose to refute him, which disgusted He Shen for years. But he couldn’t find any fault with 
him. Despite that he disdained him he couldn’t get rid of him. 


Luo Yu Ren was this kind of a person, who spoke what was in his mind and was never 
afraid of offending someone. In addition, his habit was part of a family tradition: 


Luo Yu Ren’s father was Luo Zun, who back then was a student of Gao Gong’s and had 
been a palace emissary at the Ministry of Personnel. When Feng Bao was in power, he had 
railed against Feng Bao. When Zhang Ju Zheng was in power, he had railed against Tan Lun 
(who was Zhang Ju Zheng’s confidant). He was a very proud man and during his entire life he 
admired only one man, whose name was Hai Rui. 


Having such a man as his father, Luo Yu Ren surely wasn’t a funk. Also, despite his family 
had been for generations in the government, no one grafted for money. They were used to 
living in thrifty. Like wearing no shoes on their feet, they were naturally not afraid of those 
wearing shoes. He was afraid of neither being fined with salary suspension nor demotion. 
Whenever he couldn’t stand any longer with what the emperor was doing, he would speak out. 
A swish of the brush resulted in a unique essay in the world. Later generations titled it On 
Alcohol, Women, Money, and Energy. 


The treatise was explicit at the very beginning about its purpose. Right at the start it 
specified the main idea: 


' Both were famous and key Qing officials of the time. 
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“Your Majesty’s illness is rooted from alcohol, women, money, and energy. When a man 
consumes too much alcohol, his stomach is damaged. When a man is too much into sex, his 
virility is spent. When a man is greedy about money, his spirit is confounded. When a man 


exerts too much energy, his liver is injured.” 


In today’s words, this sentence says, you, the emperor, is indeed ill. What’s your illness? 
You are fond of drink, you enjoy women, you like making money, and you are too easy to get 
angry and throw tantrums. Your vices run the complete gamut of alcohol, women, money, and 


temper. No wonder you have fallen ill. 


The above is the main points of the whole treatise. The ensuing pages are supporting 
evidence, which describe in detail the actions of Comrade Ten Thousand Season’s in drinking 
and sex. Item by item, it proved the authenticity and reliability of the above four defects. 
Because it’s too long, there is no need to enumerate them here. 


The entire document, viewed in its entirety, was written in so scathing words and so 
complete in its criticism, that it was like the cries of ghosts and howls of wolves. In terms of the 
harshness and depth of the castigating, what Luo Yu Ren did far exceeded that of Hai Rui’s, 
his predecessor. If Comrade Luo Zun was watching from Heaven, he would have closed his 


eyes with satisfaction. 


More immorally, Luo Yu Ren’s memorial was submitted in December (in Chinese lunar 
calendar). It ensured that from the moment the emperor received the memorial, he would be 
subjected to the castigations, which for days and nights, never ceased. There wouldn’t be a 
good New Year. 


Once the castigations were vented, the next was on the man. 


On January first of year eighteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1590), following the 
custom of the time, the first secretary of the Cabinet was to pay a New Year’s call to the 
emperor. Of course it didn’t mean it had to take place in person. It was considered done by 
just taking a bowl at the gate of the palace. But this time, just when Shen Shi Xing was about to 
leave, he was stopped by a eunuch. 


By now, Luo Yu Ren’s memorial was already well known inside and outside of the palace. 
Mr. Shen knew what was going on. Without saying more, he entered the palace and met the 
emperor, who was boiling. The two then had an unconventional conversation (the following 
words are all from Shen Shi Xing’s original journals): 

The emperor: Mr. Teacher must have read the memorial (Luo Yu Ren’s), which says I’m 


indulged in alcohol, women, money, and temper. I'd like to ask your opinion. 


Shen Shi Xing: ........ (he was interrupted before he uttered his words) 
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The emperor: He said I am fond of alcohol. Who else doesn’t drink? ...... He also said I like 
women and favor Concubine Zheng (the famous Imperial Concubine Zheng). She works hard, 
there is no special favor placed on her. 


He paused for a breath and then continued: 


“He says I am greedy for money...... I am the Son of Heaven and my wealth encompasses 
the entire world. Everything under the sky belongs to me and all the wealth under the sky 
belongs to me! He also says I get angry too easily...... Courage is anger, don’t I know? Who 
doesn’t have a temper?” 


Once he vented his anger, he arrived at his conclusion: 
“Mr. Teacher, go back and draft a severe punishment!” 
Not until now was Shen Shi Xing able to make a reply: 


“Tt’s written by an ignorant little man who mistook rumors on the streets ...... ” (here he 
was interrupted again) 


The emperor bawled out: 
“All he wants is make a name for himself!” 


Shen Shi Xing was stunned. He had been in government for decades and he had never 
been in such a scene before. The lord emperor looked like about to devour him. The more he 
spoke the more excited the emperor got. Spittle flew. If it continued like that the matter would 
become serious. 


He shut up and mulled hard on a response. 


He had to prevent the emperor from getting rid of Luo Yu Ren. But he also had to let the 
emperor vent his anger. After a momentary deliberation, he was ready to muddy the water. 


“He (Luo Yu Ren) is indeed trying to make a name for himself (laying a good ground work 
first). But if Your Majesty punishes him harshly you are helping him to make the name. It 
rather harms the emperor’s reputation of saintly virtues.” 


“Tf the emperor shows his magnanimity and doesn’t lower himself to his level, the virtues 


of the emperor will of course be known to the world.” (continue the extolling with flatteries) 
With the water muddied, Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons calmed down: 


“It makes sense. If I argue with him, it’s not about hurting my reputation, rather it shows 


that I am intolerant!” 
He was on the hook, so a few more words were needed: 


“The emperor’s magnanimity is as vast as the sky and the earth. Is there anything that 
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cannot be tolerated?” (a perfect finish) 
The emperor nodded in silence. 


By now, the matter was almost over. Shen Shi Xing calmed himself down and then 


suddenly something else appeared in his mind. It was a matter of vital importance. 
He decided to use the opportunity to resolve the matter. 
But before he was about to open his mouth he heard another angry railing: 
“T still can’t get over with my anger. I have to give him a harsh punishment!” 


The emperor was after all a young man. Despite that his mind had been muddied by Shen 
Shi Xing, he was not quite ready to get over with it. Now he recovered with senses and went 
back to the start. 


Egad, is there an end of this? Shen Shi Xing’s head ached. But he had to deal with it, no 
matter how much headache he had to suffer from it. If he allowed the emperor to be overrun 


by his rash actions, the result would be unimaginable. 


At the crucial moment, Shen Shi Xing once again demonstrated his unmatched ability in 


muddling and came up with the second plan of water muddying: 


“Your Majesty, the memorial (Luo Yu Ren’s) has been thought as just a rumor earlier. If 
you punish Luo Yu Ren with a heavy hand, you surely will make the memorial known in the 


{77 


whole wide world and instead turn it into truth 
Once the pros and cons were explained, it was time for him to speak in earnest: 


“Actually we have all heard of this memorial before. But because for some time we’ve not 
seen Your Majesty issuing order to punish him, we, all being grand academicians, couldn’t 
help but privately laud Your Majesty in acclamation for your magnanimity, which exceeds all 


others in history.” (a combination of bootlicking and reasoning) 


“In my humble opinion, it’s better for Your Majesty to ignore this matter. Keep the 
memorial there as it is. By doing that, Your Majesty’s magnanimity will be forever preserved 
in history and be known to later generations. For years and generations to come, people will 
laud you as a ruler as wise as Yao and Shun’. You'll be doing a great good!” 


It was said in the business of bootlicking, the skill that had reached the highest proficiency 
could be summarized with two lines of a famous poem: “Like breeze skulking into the dark 
night, like moistening dew working in perfect silence”. As I see it, Shen Shi Xing reached that 
level. 


But Mr. Shen still underestimated the emperor’s stubborn temper. As soon as he finished, 


* Two of the prehistorical legendary rulers who were thought as the most saintly in Chinese culture. 
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the emperor bawled out again: 
“Tell me how to get him punished? I still can’t get over with it!” 


Having said all the flattering words and yet the emperor still remained the same attitude, 


he could no longer remain courtly: 


“The memorial won’t be published and there’s no other way to handle it. I beg the emperor 
to be gracious and let me and my colleagues get the officials at the Office of Crimes and 
Prosecution to decide to get him fired or not.” 


He made himself clear he wasn’t about to continue muddying the water anymore. The 
scathing essay can’t be published and so there is no way to deliver a punishment. The most I 
can do is tell his boss and remove him. Please, stop fussing about this and it’s useless to 
continue to fuss about it. 


Apparently, despite the emperor was seething, he understood it. He knew under the 
current circumstance, he couldn’t do much against Luo Yu Ren. For a long time he was silent. 
Shen Shi Xing understood the acknowledgement in the acquiescence. 


The astounding incident of year eighteen of Ten Thousand Seasons ended. Luo Yu Ren, 
despite having scolded the emperor as one who was completely without virtue and getting his 
name written in history, managed not only keeping his head but also avoided being beaten. 
He got away easily and unscathed. The emperor, despite being so outraged, finally came to the 
reckoning that censors were all scoundrels. In the ensuing decades, he always kept the same 


view. 


Without a doubt, the biggest winner was Shen Shi Xing. He was able to protect Lu Hong 
Chun and Luo Yu Ren. He was able to placate the censors, as well as avoid offending the 
emperor. He successfully diffused two crises and deserved being considered the ace in water 
muddying. 

Ever since taking charge of the government from year ten of Ten Thousand Seasons, Shen 
Shi Xing had been tested again and again. Regardless if he was dealing with his boss or 
colleagues, he had been able to maneuver with ease. In seven years, above him he was able to 
humor the emperor, and below him he was able to placate the officials. Even to those few who 
were ignorant of the trend and refused to cooperate with him, he had been able to easily get 
rid of them. He had been in it like a fish in water. 


But it was on this day, day one of year eighteen of Ten Thousand Seasons, after having 
resolved the toughest issue on Luo Yu Ren, his good fortune would come to a completely end. 


Because after that, he uttered these words: 


“Yours Obedient has one more thing to report for your consideration.” 
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Although the matter about Luo Yu Ren was a really tough one, comparing to what Shen 
Shi Xing was about to bring up, it was nothing. 


What he told impacted the lives of numerous people and the fortune of the Great Ming. In 
history, there is a special term for it: “the argument on succession”. 


In the first ten years of his reign when Zhang Ju Zheng was in charge, the emperor could 
neither rule nor take charge. He was not even allowed to drink or play. But he still had a basic 
right, taking a wife. 


In year six of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1578), chosen by Empress Dowager Li and 
approved by Zhang Ju Zheng, the fourteen year old emperor took a wife and then made her 
the empress. 


But to the emperor, it was not a happy thing because the wife had been a designated one. 
There was neither a chance encounter nor love out of free wills. In a certain month and on a 
certain day, suddenly there came a woman. Then the process was started, there wouldn’t be 
dates or going to movies together. After countless number of steps of complicated procedures 
and ceremonies, there was then an official announcement. From now on, she is going to be 
your wife. 


Arranged marriage, it was purely an arranged marriage. 


Despite it was a marriage of convenience, the emperor was quite lucky, this wife of his was 


a rather convenient one. 


Empress Wang of Ten Thousand Seasons was from Zhejiang. She was a wife of the kind 
endowed with traditional virtues. She was clever, knew where she belonged, and good at 
identifying the key person in key moments. Once she entered the palace, she didn’t even 
bother to take much notice of the emperor. First she devoted herself to the emperor’s mother. 
She sought for advice from her in the morning and reported about her day in the evening. 
Once she managed to get the old woman well taken care of, there would be no issues between 
her and her mother-in-law. 


She was also the emperor's office manager. Because the emperor never attended court 
sessions and preferred to work at home, documents were everywhere. She would quietly get 
them sorted. Just in case the emperor wasn’t able to find a document, she would be able to 
immediately tell him where the document was and was submitted at what time and by what 
person. In personal life, she also was very attentive to the lord emperor. She was an excellent 
and versatile talent as a secretary and wife. 


She seemed to be a flawless wife, except in one aspect, she failed to produce a son. 


The ancient saying says: among the three egregious violations of one’s filial duties, the 
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most serious one is failing to produce a son. Despite that a family may have a whole bunch of 
sons and in the end quite a few of them may end up being abandoned to the streets, if that was 
what the ancients said, everyone had to say what everyone else had been saying. If a woman 
failed to produce a son, even if she was an empress, she would not matter much. In year nine 
of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1581), under Empress Dowager Li’s instigation, the emperor 
issued a decree, in which he ordered a search of women across the country for him to select. 


Actually, in year six of Ten Thousand Seasons, when the emperor got married, he was only 
fourteen. By year nine, he was only seventeen. He wouldn’t even be qualified to get shot. 
Forcing the son seemed to be a bit unreasonable. But that was the conventional wisdom. The 
emperor was not an ordinary man. He of course had to be more advanced and it was also a 
more urgent matter for him to produce a son. 


But as soon as the decree was issued, it was pushed back by Zhang Ju Zheng, who also 


indicated the order was infeasible. 


Don’t be mistaken. Mr. Zhang’s concern was not the people’s hardships. Not feasible 


meant it couldn’t be carried out. 


Being the lord first secretary, he was after all shrewd enough. It was said as soon as he read 
the decree, he asserted: if this order is issued like this, there will be no one available for 
selection. 


People often say, entering the gate of a noble man is like entering the deep sea, not to 
mention the gate of the imperial palace. A daughter that had been raised with all the love and 
care, once sent in, would be like dropping her in the tourist attractions in a Golden Week’, she 
would be lost forever in the sea of people. No one wanted to do it. Of course those from 
aristocratic families or good looking ones didn’t want to be in. If by chance those found were 
all ugly bumpkins and offended the lord emperor, who would want to bear the blame? 


But the emperor had to have a son and he had to take wives. He had to ensure the quantity 
and quality. If you, the lord emperor, are asked to make do with whatever you get, it seems to 
be too harsh on you. 


It was a tough issue. But in Lord Zhang Ju Zheng’s hands, there was nothing that couldn’t 
be resolved. After a quick thinking, he added a few words. The original words were select and 
send to the palace. He waved his brush and the words were changed to select, send to the 
palace, and confer the title of imperial concubines. 


So the matter was settled. The bottom line, whether or not going into the palace was really 


> Golden Week is a unique phenomenon in modern China. Major holidays such as the Chinese New Year, the May 1“ Labor 
Day, and the Oct 1“ National Day are all week-long holidays. On these holidays, popular tourist attracts are often packed 
with visitors. 
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a question about cost. If one entered the palace and for decades and couldn’t eke out a decent 
living and no one took notice of her, it wouldn’t be worth it. But if the benefit was explicitly 
specified and the rank was affirmed and the bottom line was given, there of course would be 


ones who would want to come. 
That showed the level of skill. 


But even Zhang Ju Zheng failed to anticipate that the trick that he came up with after a 
hard thinking didn’t even get a chance to be put in use. 


The emperor had resolved the problem by himself. 


After the decree calling for selecting imperial concubines was issued, one day, the emperor 
was idle. He went to greet Empress Dowager Li. After that, he wanted to wash his face and he 


summoned someone to get him some water. 


The water was brought in. The emperor, while washing his hands, looked around. After 


some looking, his eyes stopped on the palace maid that was holding the basin. 


If it was at other times, this sort of woman was the kind that the emperor wouldn’t even 
bother to lay his eyes on. But now, he looked at her and the more he looked at her the more he 
liked her. Once he started liking her, he started a chat with her. 


The way an emperor chatted was no different from the way a street rascal chatted. The 
conversation was nothing but about her name and where she came from. But the difference 
was that a rascal, once finished chatting, would go and continue on whatever his business. An 


emperor was going to do something different. 


After a few words, the emperor felt good. With a rush of blood to his head, he had sex with 
her. 


The emperor was not an ordinary man. What he had to do after giving her the blessing 
would also have to be different from what an ordinary man had to do. He didn’t have to 
apologize for his momentary urge and then leave. But the emperor was generous enough. 
Before he left, he awarded her with some jewelry. That didn’t necessarily indicate he was 
sensible enough about what he had done. But actually it was a palace rule. If the emperor had 


sex with someone, he had to give a present. 
He regretted that for years for abiding by the rule. 


To the emperor, it was an unimportant matter. As an emperor, he could have sex with 
anyone. There was no affection from him. In fact he perhaps didn’t even remember who the 


woman was and her name. 


The name of the palace maid was Wang and he would remember it. For some time later, 
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Palace Maid Wang suddenly discovered she was pregnant. 


The news quickly reached the emperor. But not only was he not happy, he was also mum 


about it. He never mentioned it. 


That was because Palace Maid Wang was of a low rank and was also not a figure that 
possessed ravishing beauty. It was just a momentary rush of urge. The emperor was 
determined to deny it. He would prolong his denial for as long as could. 


But the fellow obviously had a flawed plan. He could delay going to a court session or a 
government matter. But if a pregnancy was left drag on, it meant life was at stake. 


As the belly of Palace Maid Wang grew bigger and bigger, more and more people became 
aware of the matter. In the end, the empress dowager became aware of it. 


She summoned the emperor and asked him about it. 
The emperor replied with a silence. The way he kept his silence had the air of a rascal. 


But Empress Dowager Li had plenty of experience in dealing with such kind of men. She 
had been able to handle the seasoned men like Gao Gong and Zhang Ju Zheng. The emperor, 
being new in the profession as a rascal, was not a big deal to her. If he refused to talk, then she 
would continue to ask. 


Playing dumb wasn’t going to work. The emperor prevaricated. He said he had no 


memory of it. He wasn’t going to admit it. 


The emperor was bold because he knew that was the sort of thing that only the two 
involved were in the know. There was no witness at the scene. Even if someone witnessed it, 
he wouldn’t dare to come forward (spying on the emperor was fatal). 


Empress Dowager Li was enraged by his stance of refusing to acknowledge the other once 
he pulled his pants up. She summoned her witness. 

The name of the witness was the Chamberlain’s Journal. 

Among the ancient documents, the Daily Journal recorded the emperor's daily activities, 
such as how much work he did and where he went. It was a firsthand source of history. 

But the Daily Journal recorded only the emperor's activities outside, which were seen by 
everyone. The part that was invisible to the public was recorded in the Chamberlain’s Journal. 


What were recorded in the Chamberlain’s Journal were the emperor’s activities in the inner 
palace, such as where he went, whom he saw, and what he did. Of course, due to the 
uniqueness of the places and the kind of work the emperor did, the actual recording was not 
done by a historian, but by a eunuch. If one was described as innocent in appearance but 


violent in heart, it would be easy to clarify by reviewing the two journals. 
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Because of their physiological advantages, eunuchs were allowed to travel in and out of the 
inner palace. It was more convenient for them to do this job. They followed the emperor 
wherever he went (of course, just keep a distance). When the emperor was working inside, the 
eunuch was waiting outside. As soon as the emperor came out, he started recording. On such 
day, such a month, and such a year, the emperor went to such a concubine’s place. At such an 
hour he entered and at such an hour he came out. It would be recorded and documented and 


catalogued. 


The emperor did his work and a eunuch recorded it. That was a good tradition in the inner 
palace. In fact the rule was very effective and logical. 


That was because there were too many people in the inner palace and the emperor didn’t 
keep a count of them. Encounters like the one with Palace Maid Wang were numerous and 
took place everywhere. Actually the emperor’s casual sexual escapades were not important. 
What were important were the consequences of those escapades. 

If a palace maid or concubine got pregnant and gave birth to a child, then the child would 
be the dragon’s offspring. If the child was a boy, he might be the next emperor. If there was no 
original record of it and there was no confirmation, it meant trouble. 

Keeping records was very important. 

But there was still a flaw in this system. Because when it took place, there were only the 
emperor, the eunuch, and the woman present. After it happened and there was a child born, 
the woman certainly would avow the emperor did it. But usually the emperor wouldn't 
remember if he was the one who did it. 


The final evidence was the eunuch’s record. But there was a problem. Eunuchs were people 
and they could be bought by others. If a concubine played a trick or the emperor denied it, the 
eunuch would have no credibility. 


Thus there was a rule. Once the emperor finished his work, he had to give the woman 
involved a present, which would serve as the evidence. 


Empress Dowager Li brought out the Chamberlain’s Journal, turned to that page, and 


handed it over to the emperor. 


Everything came to light. The emperor had to admit. 
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The Beginning of the Game 


In year ten of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1582), post purchase of the ticket for the ride was 
complete. Palace Maid Wang’s status was finally affirmed. With her protruding belly, she 
accepted the title of Imperial Concubine of Reverence. 


Two months later, she didn’t betray the expectation placed on her by giving birth to a son, 
who would be the emperor’s eldest son and was given the name Zhu Chang Luo. 


When the news was announced, the entire nation was exuberant. Old crones were happy, 


so were the officials. The only one not happy was the emperor. 


He had affection neither toward the concubine, nor to the son born as a result of an 
accident. In addition, by now he already got the Imperial Concubine of Virtue. 


The Concubine of Virtue was Noble Concubine Zheng referred to by later generations. She 
was from Daxing of Beijing. She entered the palace in year one of Ten Thousand Seasons and 


was very much favored by the emperor. 


In many later history records, she was described as a pretty, cunning, and vicious minx. 
But in my view, she was perhaps pretty and bewitching but I wouldn’t describe her as cunning 
and vicious. In the decades long struggle in the inner palace later, the clumsy methods she 
used, the stupidity of her mind, and the slowness of her reaction were stunningly outrageous. 


Based on the analysis of history records, her IQ at most was at the level of someone cursing 


openly at a grocery mart. 


But she was the woman that the emperor loved and often went to stay with. Concubine 
Zheng’s belly also worked hard. In year eleven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1583), she gave 
birth to a daughter. Although the baby was not eligible to succeed him, the emperor was 
happy. And he made an exception and promoted her to noble concubine. 


It was an ominous sign. In the inner palace, the noble concubine ranked over all other 


concubines, including Concubine of Reverence, who gave birth to a son. 


Concubine Zheng’s demeanor was also problematic. Once she became the head of the 
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concubines, except toward the empress, she disdained everyone else, especially Concubine of 
Reverence, who was often addressed as an old wench. She ruled the inner palace, was 


imperious and pugnacious. 


More importantly, Comrade Noble Concubine was not only of great fighting spirit, she was 
also a capable birth giver. In year fourteen (AD 1586), she finally had a son, who was given the 
name Zhu Chang Xun. 


This Zhu Chang Xun was the latter Prince of Fortune. Per Concubine Zheng’s plan, with 
the emperor’s support, the son was destined to become the emperor. But she could never 
imagine that decades later, her precious son would die under the knife. The man who wielded 
the knife was Li Zi Cheng. 


But for the moment, the birth of this child made the emperor exceptionally jovial. He had 
never liked his eldest son Zhu Chang Luo and wanted to replace him. Now he got a substitute, 
how could he be not happy? 


But very soon he would realize the words of an emperor didn’t necessarily count. 


Having learned from the rich combat experience between his ancestors and the censors in 
the past one hundred years, the emperor didn’t dare to show his hands too early. He avoided 
the topic of replacement. He was quietly waiting for the right moment when the rice would 


have been fully cooked and became unalterable. 


But even before he started putting rice into the cooker, people had already brought the 


fight to his door, and not only that, the one who did it was not a censor. 


In March of year fourteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1586), Shen Shi Xing, the first 
secretary of the Cabinet submitted a memorial: I urge Your Majesty to name the crown prince 
as soon as possible to ensure the future and maintain salability of the country. 


An old fox was still an old fox. Ever since Concubine Zheng had Zhu Chang Xun, Shen Shi 
Xing had recognized the hidden danger. He knew what his student wanted to do. 


Years of experience in politics also told him clearly if the emperor was allowed to do that, 
they would face unprecedented tumult and from then on there would be no peace in the 


government. 


Thus he wrote the memorial and urged the emperor to name the eldest son as the crown 
prince. What he didn’t say but meant was, I know what you are trying to do, but don’t do it. 
You'd better stop thinking about that. Wash yourself and go to bed early. 


Actually Shen Shi Xing’s real motive was not to interfere with the emperor’s private life. 
Whoever you name is fine with me. He is not my son and what do I have anything to do with 


it? He gave an early warning purely out of kindness. I’m telling you, you’re not going to be 
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able to get it done. Better stop early so that you'll not be in trouble later. 


But his good student seemed to have made up his mind and was determined to go through 


the trouble. Once the memorial was received, it was replied with just one sentence: 
“The child is still young, let’s wait for a few more years.” 
Seeing his student being so dumb, all Shen Shi Xing could do was leave with a sigh. 


But this time, Teacher Shen was wrong. He had underestimated his opponent’s IQ. In fact, 
the emperor understood exactly what that the memorial meant. But it just seemed to him that 
an emperor was after all an emperor and officials were just officials. Whoever could hang on to 
the end would be the winner. There was a saying about that strategy, knowing there are tigers 
in the mountain, but one still has to go in. 


But usually those who got so bored that they had to enter the mountains to play with tigers 
were of two sorts: the ones to hunt and the ones to commit suicide. 


Even though. The emperor didn’t want to start a fight without being fully prepared. So 
before he formally presented his dagger, he wanted to play a trick. 


In March of year fourteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1586), the emperor unexpectedly 
issued a decree: In recognition of Imperial Concubine Zheng’s toilsome service and distinctive 


merits, she has been promoted to Empress Concubine. 


The news, when it was heard, was like a bomb being throwing into a cesspool, all hell went 


let loose. A commotion ensued. Up and down the Court, everyone was excited and upset. 


That’s because in the inner palace, an empress concubine ranked only below the empress 
and was considered the number two among the emperor’s women. Throughout the previous 
dynasties and generations, there were very few who received such a rare honor (she had to be 
someone who either gave birth to a single son or had served in the palace for many years). 


By these standards, Concubine Zheng was not qualified. She had not been in the palace 
long and the emperor already had his eldest son. Her contributions were scarce. So regardless 
how she was looked at, she wouldn’t be qualified. 


It was only after a painstaking deliberation that the emperor delivered such an unexpected 
blow. First, he wanted to use this opportunity to elevate Concubine Zheng. A son’s status 
depended on his mother’s. If one’s mother was an empress concubine, then it would be easier 
to decide on the son’s status. Then he would also be able to test the officials’ reactions. Today I 
am promoting the mother, if you acquiesce now, then later I’ll promote her son. Like cooking 
frogs in a pot starting with only lukewarm water, let’s do it slowly. 


He had a sound plan. But he was only fooling himself. 
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One had to know that those who earned their livings in the government were not 
simpletons. They were the children of ordinary people. They toiled for decades studying. They 
had gone through life or death like tests. Then once they were in the government, they had 
been subjected to relentless bullying. Only after those experiences, were they able to get to the 
apogee. They all were born in the zodiac year of fox and possessed extremely keen sense of 
smell. They were all quite skilled at changing their courses following the direction of the wind 
and creating troubles out of nothing. To them, the petty trick played by the emperor was 
laughable. Only a fool would fail to see through it. 


What was more worthy of appreciation was not only the Ming officials saw through it, they 
were also willing to fight against it. The first to dare to poke his head out was Jiang Ying Lin, a 
palace emissary from the Ministry of Revenue and Population. 


Relatively speaking, the fellow was civil. He used neither foul language nor cursing. He 


argued with logic and reason: 


“Your Majesty, I’ve heard you are going to promote Concubine Zheng to empress 
concubine. I don’t think that is appropriate. Concubine of Reverence gave birth to the eldest 
imperial son. Concubine Zheng gave birth to the third imperial son (there was another one 
who died in his infancy). The order should be respected. Promotions should be given to 
Concubine of Reverence first. If you have made up your mind and you are determined to carry 
out the promotion, then the right way to do it is to promote Concubine of Reverence first to 


royal concubine and then promote Concubine Zheng to empress concubine.” 


“In addition, I think Your Majesty should declare the eldest imperial son the crown prince 


to ensure the peace and tranquility of the country.” 


The emperor was once again enraged. It is understandable. Only after contemplating hard 
for days was he able to come up with this perfect idea, which he was very proud of. But not 
only the people refused to buy it they also in a few words laid bare his real purpose. That 
really hurt. 


To save his face, he issued an order to fire Jiang Ying Lin and send him out of the capital. 


That started the show in earnest. A day later, Shen Jing, the assistant to the associate 
minister of personnel wrote in support of Jiang Ying Lin. Without hesitation, the emperor fired 
him. A few days later, Palace Emissary Yang Ting Xiang of the Ministry of Personnel wrote to 
express his support for Jiang Ying Lin and Shen Jing. The emperor treated him the same way 
by firing him. Then a few days later, Sun Ru Fa, a manager from the Ministry of Justice wrote 
to support Jiang Ying Lin, Shen Jing, and Yang Ting Xiang. Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons 
was thoroughly irritated and ordered him fired and sent him to military service. 
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In this fight, the officials showed their undaunted courage and fighting spirit. They were 
not afraid of being demoted, fired, or sent to military service. One after another they carried 
explosives and charged forward. They were on the heels of each other and more and more 
people joined the fray as the matter grew bigger and bigger. When officials at the central 
government were in shortage, local officials joined the fight by writing in. It was chaotic and a 
pell-mell. 


But the deed was done. Despite oppositions from countless number of people and tirades 


from many, Concubine Zheng eventually became Empress Concubine Zheng. 


Despite the tumultuous quarrels what had to be done had to be done. In March of year 
fourteen of Ten Thousand Seasons, Concubine Zheng was officially bestowed with the new 
title. 


The successful resolution of this matter left an impression in the emperor’s mind. He 
would be able to accomplish whatever he wanted to do. 
But it was a wrong idea. 


After that, on the question of declaring the crown prince, the emperor indeed kept himself 
mum, which lasted for over four years. Of course, no incidents didn’t mean no excoriations. In 
fact in those four years, censors fulfilled their duties. They had found a new opening in that 
the emperor no longer attended court sessions. Using that as an opportunity, led by model 
forward Luo Yu Ren and others, they continued their forward march. 


But overall, there had been no major crisis amid the continuous minor rifts. Peace and unity 
had been all the same. 


That lasted until this historical day, the New Year’s Day of year eighteen of Ten Thousand 
Seasons (AD 1590). 


Having resolved the issue about Luo Yu Ren, Shen Shi Xing once again lifted the lid: 
“Yours Obedient has one more request for you to consider.” 


“The eldest imperial son is already nine. Inside and outside of the Court, everyone thinks 
he should be declared the crown prince as soon as possible. I hope Your Majesty can make the 


decision soon.” 


To the emperor, this was a matter that gave him more headache than Luo Yu Ren’s essay 
on alcohol, women, money, and temper. He took the shovel that had been just used by Shen 
Shi Xing and continued to muddy the water: 


“Of course I understand this. I have no son from the empress. Proper order should be 
observed. In fact Concubine Zheng has urged me many times to declare the eldest son the 
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crown prince. But he is still young now and he is physically weak. Until he grows stronger, I’m 
not going to be at ease.” 


These words were skillfully said. Analyzing using literary techniques, one can discern in 
them the meanings in three levels. 


At the start, he said he didn’t have a son from the empress, which meant he could only 
declare the eldest son. Then he talked about the order, which meant he couldn’t get someone 
to cut in. But despite all those words, he refused to say whom he was going to declare. Then he 
referred Concubine Zheng in the conversation, which seemed to be preposterous. 


Then at last he changed his tone and arrived at the conclusion: although I have to select the 
eldest son and I’m not going to do a cut-in and my wife is not interfering, considering the child 
is still young and not in good health, let’s not talk about this for now. 


That would have been enough to repel someone else. But it seemed to be ironic to use it to 
deal with Shen Shi Xing, who had been muddying water for decades. Where is the place for 
you, little guy? 

Mr. Shen took what he just received and threw it back. He said these words: 


“The eldest son is already nine years old. It’s time for him to get schooled. I ask Your 
Majesty to have this matter resolved son.” 


That seemed to be something totally irrelevant. But in fact it was not. In Ming, if a son of 
the emperor's was sent to school, it was equivalent to recognizing him as the crown prince. 
Shen Shi Xing’s purpose was obvious: If you are not willing to declare him the crown prince, 
then it should be a reasonable request to let him schooled. Form was not important, essence 


was the key. 


The emperor was not stupid. He didn’t say he would oppose schooling. But he just said if a 
kid was smart, then he didn’t have to be schooled. Shen Shi Xing immediately refuted him, 
saying regardless how smart a kid may be, if he was not taught, he wouldn’t become someone 
of ability. 

Just like that, back and forth and without giving in to his opponent, the two fellows argued 
from the issue on succession to education. Then in the end, the emperor had had enough: 


“I know what you are saying, my teacher, would you please just get back for now?” 


If the conversation had come to that point, he had to leave. Shen Shi Xing left the palace 
and walked back to home. 


But as soon as he stepped out of the palace gate, he heard some hurried footsteps behind 


him. 
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Shen Shi Xing turned around and saw a eunuch, who carried with him the emperor’s order: 
“Don’t leave yet, I’ve summoned the eldest son. My teacher, please come and greet him.” 


Years later when Shen Shi Xing was at home writing his memoir, many times he mentioned 
this incredible scene and the strange scene later. For his entire life he wasn’t able to understand 
the emperor’s real purpose. 


Shen Shi Xing immediately returned to the palace. In there he saw the emperor and his two 
sons, Zhu Chang Luo, the eldest son and Zhu Chang Xun, the emperor’s third son. 


But what most impressed him was not the two royal sons but the emperor’s expression. 
Gone on his face were the anger and cunning, remained were serenity and calm. 


Pointing to Zhu Chang Luo he said to Shen Shi Xing: 

“The eldest son has grown up but just physically a little weak.” 
Then he turned to the third son and said: 

“The third son is already five.” 

Then it was followed by silence. 


The emperor looked at Shen Shi Xing calmly and said nothing. At the moment, he was 
neither a fatuous man who indulged in alcohol, women, and money, nor was he an irritable 
man overcome by his temper. 


He was a father, a father who was very pleased in seeing his children growing up. 
Shen Shi Xing knew the time has come and he broke the silence. 

“The eldest son has grown up and should be sent to school.” 

The emperor seemed to have not changed his mind: 

“T’ve got palace servants to tutor him.” 

Having got to this far, he had to risk all: 


“My emperor, when you became the crown prince, you were only six and you had started 
school. It’s already too late to send the eldest son to school now.” 


The emperor replied and he was not angry. But his reply was ironic and perplexing: 
“T was able to read when I was five!” 


Shen Shi Xing knew in the rest of his life he probably wouldn’t be able to find a better 
opportunity to persuade the emperor. Then he did something that was totally unexpected. 


He walked up a few steps and, without permission, came to before the eldest son. After 


looking at him for a moment, pouring his heart feeling out, he said to the emperor: 
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“The eldest son of the empire looks so handsome and noble and he is destined to achieve 
great things. You, the emperor, are blessed. I truly hope Your Majesty can make up your mind 


1” 


soon. If you do, the government will be blessed and the country will be blessed 


On the New Year’s Day in year eighteen of Ten Thousand Seasons, after some irritations, 
communications, and arguments, the emperor finally showed his smile for the first time. 


The emperor smiled and nodded his head. He said to Shen Shi Xing: 


“Certainly I understand this. In fact Concubine Zheng has urged me to make the 
declaration so to stop people’s speculations. I have no son from the empress and it’s just a 
matter of time before the eldest son is declared the crown prince.” 


Those were compromising words, which warmed Shen Shi Xing. His sons are brought out. 
He had spoken kind words. Although he also uttered bullshits like that Concubine Zheng 


supported him and he had no son from the empress, at least he expressed his feeling. 


He had the momentum. But then Shen Shi Xing said nothing. He saluted and then 
withdrew from the grand hall. 


That showed his wisdom that differentiated him from others. He stopped after having 
made his point and seeing it bearing fruit. Today, they set the tune and other things would 
slowly follow. 


But he could have never thought that the cordial conversation was not only unprecedented 
but also not repeated. The seriousness of Argument over Succession would far exceed his 
prediction. It was neither him nor the emperor who would determine the final outcome of this 


matter. 
After the meeting, Shen Shi Xing went back to home. Full of hopes, he waited for the 
emperor’s decree to arrange the eldest son’s schooling. 


But days went by one after another and hope became disappointment. At the end of the 
month, he could no longer sit still. He thus wrote to the emperor inquiring about the start date 
of the eldest son’s school. He was saying, ok, it’s a matter that we have decided on. You should 
keep your promise. Please give me a firm date. 


But the emperor seemed to have suffered a memory loss. There was no reaction from him. 
Shen Shi Xing waited for several days and there was not a word back. 


If so, then there had to be a different method. A few days later, Cabinet Grand 
Academician Wang Xi Jue wrote: 


“Your Majesty, actually we are not asking you to immediately declare the crown prince. 
Now your eldest son is nine and the third son is five. They should be allowed to go to school.” 
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By avoiding talking about the issue about the crown prince and staying on about schooling 
and also dragging the third son in, it shows Wang Xi Jue was also an old fox. 


But the emperor seemed to be completely dead. There was nothing from him. Wang Xi Jue 
waited for two months and was met with dead silence. 


By April, including Shen Shi Xing, everyone was at the breaking point. The four cabinet 
grand academicians wrote a joint letter and demanded the declaration of crown prince. 


The emperor, having seen good results from playing his old tricks, refused to budge. 
Regardless what you say, I’m not going to reply. 1am the emperor. What can you do? 


But he grossly underestimated these old slyboots that he had. They always found ways to 
deal with those that neither salt nor oil could penetrate. 


A few days later, the emperor simultaneously received four memorials. They were the 
resignation letters from the four cabinet grand academicians Shen Shi Xing, Wang Xi Jue, Xu 
Guo, and Wang Jia Ping. They enumerated various reasons. Some said they were suffering 
from ill health. Some said they were overloaded with work and couldn’t keep up with the 
work. In short, they were quitting. 


Ever since the emperor stepped back, almost all government business was handled by the 
Cabinet. There were only four men in the Cabinet. If all of them were gone, the emperor would 
have worked to his death. 


Without other recourse, Lord Emperor had to appear in person. He negotiated with the 
comrades of the Cabinet. He lobbied hard, just short of begging. He avowed to them he would 
get the matter resolved soon. 


The Cabinet lords somehow saved his face. After huddling among themselves for a 
moment, they reported to the emperor: Those who said they were suffering from health 
problems would continue to have health problem. Those who said they were overworked 
would continue to overwork. But considering the work ahead, Grand Academician Wang Jia 
Ping would place the country’s need over his own desire. He would remain. 


The emperor was secretly happy. 


That’s because the fellow was employing a delaying game. A day dragged was a day 
dragged. Once he got it dragged on for so long when these old men retired, his third son 
would have grown up. By then, things would be set in stone and they had to consent even if 
they didn’t want to. This time the Cabinet had been had. 


But he was the only one who had been had. 


That’s because he had never thought such a question: Why among them, the one remained 
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was no other but Wang Jia Ping? 


Wang Jia Ping was from Datong of Shanxi. He was a distinguished scholar of year two of 


Grand Celebration. To put it simply, he was a man of no regular temperament and pursuit. 


Wang Jia Ping’s test scores were very good. He had been appointed plebeian meritorious. 
He had been the editor of The Chronicles of the Everlasting Father. He ought to have been 
someone with good prospect. But for a long time he made not much advance. The reason was 
simple, when Gao Gong was in power he wrote to censure Gao Gong’s relatives. First 
Secretary Gao then sent someone to talk to him and asked him to be easy. He said no. 


When Zhang Ju Zheng was in power, he practiced non-violent un-cooperation. He 
followed a regular work schedule but refused to be attached to his boss. When Zhang Ju 
Zheng became ill, many went to offer their prayers and avowed their loyalties. Someone tried 
to get him to go and he refused. 


After Zhang Ju Zheng died, in year twelve of Ten Thousand Seasons, he was admitted to 
the Cabinet and became a grand academician. By now, there were already Shen Shi Xing, 
Wang Xi Jue, and Xu Guo in the Cabinet. He ranked number four. By tradition, the newbie 
who was at the tail should behave in accordance to his role. But he was rather a different sort. 
Every time when the Cabinet discussed something, he would object if he felt something was 
not right, despite all others agreed. Even if everyone else objected, if he felt it was right he 


would agree. 


In this way he drudged on for six years in the Cabinet. Whoever encountered him was 
afraid of him. Shen Shi Xing could do nothing about him. Even more, when others wrote their 
resignation letters, they cited health and work as reasons. But he was unique. He said because 
there had been a great draught, as a member of the Cabinet, he should take the responsibility 
and resign. 


It was for badging the emperor that he stayed. 


A few days later, Yu Shen Xing, the minister of rites, wrote to urge the emperor to declare 
the crown prince. His words were harsh. The emperor was also angrier. He was fined three 
months of his salary. 


The incident took place without abnormality, what was abnormal was its ending. 


If it was before, Shen Shi Xing would have taken up his shovel and start to make mud. He 
would have first placated the emperor and then the officials. In the end it would be you’re 
good, I’m good, and everyone’s good. That would be the end. 


On the contrary, Wang Jia Ping was far relaxed because he had only one opinion, he 
supported Yu Shen Xing. 
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Before the fine was to be implemented, he immediately wrote to defend Yu Shen Xing. He 
enumerated many reasons and by sheer force he thwarted Comrade Ten Thousand’s temper. 
Even more surprisingly, this time the emperor didn’t throw a temper. 

That’s because he couldn’t afford to do it. The situation was clear. Three had left the four 
man cabinet and the one remained was a stiff neck, who was bent on giving him a hard time. 
Not only that, Lord Wang, who remained in the fight, wouldn’t accept any criticism. If there 
was one more fight, perhaps even he would leave. By then, who would be here to clean up the 


mess? 


But remaining tolerant was not sufficient. Censors rolled up their sleeves and charged on. 
The Cabinet fired shots from behind. There were open and secret attacks, which were far fierce 
than forcing him to abdicate. He wouldn’t be able to hang on if he continued to refuse to offer 


an explanation. 

A few days later, a eunuch went to Wang Jia Ping and forwarded the emperor’s order to 
him: 

“On the issue about declaring the crown prince, I’m going to do it next year. Don’t bother 
me again.” 

Wang Jia Ping was ecstatic. But the sentence had not ended: 

“Tf anyone dares to write about this matter again, he has to wait when my son is fifteen!” 


Zhu Chang Luo was born in year ten of Ten Thousand Seasons. The emperor issued his 
order in year eighteen. What that meant was if you dare to make troubles again, we'll do this 


six years later! 


Although it was not an unconditional surrender, finally they got an answer. After five 


years of struggle, the officials won, at least they thought so. 
The matter was resolved. Wang Jia Ping was happy. On the heel of his happiness, he did 


one more thing. 


He told the emperor’s order to the Ministry of Rites. The first man who got the news was 


no other than Yu Shen Xing, the minister of rites. 
Yu Shen Xing was so exhilarated that he wrote to the emperor at once: 


“T just learned about this and I have informed the officials and I am asking them to be 


patient.” 
The emperor was so infuriated that he almost threw up. 


That was because what the emperor sent to Wang Jia Ping was not an official decree but 


rather just a verbal order forwarded by a eunuch. Although it didn’t seem to make much 
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difference, in fact it was an action that carried a profound political purpose. 


Actually, in ancient times, the saying that a ruler’s words are no jokes was essentially 
nonsense. Emperors were men and it was often usual for them to make up stories or brag. The 
only words that meant real things were imperial decrees. No one could be fooled by black 
words on white paper. The emperor sent a eunuch to forward his words. His purpose was 
very simple: On this matter, I’ve got a handle on it. But now it’s not the time. I’m letting you 


know for now. Don’t oppose me later when things come up. Let’s get it done slowly. 


Lord Emperor thought Grand Academician Wang had been in government for decades and 
should have the sense to keep it to himself. But the single minded fellow managed to leak it 
out. The secret became a public announcement. He had been forced to the wall. 


He immediately sent a eunuch to interrogate Wang Jia Ping. But he received an unexpected 
reply. 
Wang Jia Ping defended himself this way: 


Declaring the crown prince is a major matter. Prior to this many officials have been 
punished for writing about this matter. I can’t pacify them just by myself. I have been wrongly 
accused by many officials. I have to forward Your Majesty’s order to clarify the confusion. 


These words basically meant this: I don’t deny I know your purpose. But I am also now 
under great pressure. Many people have been blaming me. I have no alternative other than 
letting you take the blames. 


Despite his eccentricity, he was still a slyboots. 


If so, the mistake had to be let stand. A few days later, the emperor officially issued a 
decree: 


“On the matter about declaring the eldest son the crown prince, I have made my decision. 
Please trust my words. When the eldest son turns ten, I'll issue the decree. By then matters 
about the declaration and schooling will all be resolved together. You don’t have to trouble 
yourself to urge me again.” 


When the eldest son was ten, it would be year nineteen of Ten Thousand Seasons, which 
was the next year. The emperor made himself very clear. I have agreed to declare the eldest 
son the crown prince. You don’t need to use excuses such as sending him to school. Let me 
stay in peace for a year and next year there will be a declaration. 


That made everyone happy. The situations of the cabinet fellows also suddenly improved. 
Those who were ill now were cured and those who were busy now were no longer busy. 


Except Wang Xi Jue, whose mother was ill and went home, everyone else came back. 
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What remained was wait. Then all of a sudden it was year twenty. The New Year came and 
went. Watermelons were almost ripe. But there was no news from the emperor. 


A great country was built on trust and credibility. Without trust and credibility, nothing 


was meaningful. 


But the year was not over yet. It had been agreed previously. If he was recklessly pushed it 
could be thought as breaking the contract and he would postpone the declaration. No one 
would be able to take the responsibility for breaking the contract. In addition, the emperor was 
after all the emperor. If you write to accuse him of breaking his words, it didn’t seem to be 
very appropriate. 


Some clever censors began to deliberate to try to find a way to warn the emperor without 
giving him an excuse. After some deliberation, they finally found a perfect substitute target, 
Shen Shi Xing. 


We have to do it, Lord Shen. You are the first secretary and you must be the one to 
shoulder the blame. 


Pretty soon, a memorial titled An Essay on Officials Duties in Assisting the Emperor and 
Fulfilling Their Duties was sent to the Cabinet. Its main point was to censure Shen Shi Xing for 
being domineering and stifling the censors such that good advices were not put into practice. 


Poor First Secretary Shen, who muddied the water for his entire life and had to rob Peter to 
pay Paul and in the process worked himself to half dead, and then in the end had to be a tool 
for others. The essay was written in sharp words. It purportedly attack this while really was 
targeting that. It accused one while actually was criticizing someone else. It epitomized 
political essays. 


The author of the essay was Tang Xian Zu, who was a manager at the Ministry of Rites in 
Nanjing. Besides this essay, he had written another more famous work, The Peony Pavilion. 


Tang Xian Zu 


Tang Xian Zu’s courtesy name was Yi Reng. He was a native of Linchuan of Jiangxi. In the 
year he wrote the essay, he was forty two and a sixth grade official. 


Although he managed only to be a sixth grade when he was well over forty, which was not 
a noteworthy achievement, the man was not an ordinary kind. As early as thirty years ago, Mr. 
Tang was already well known in the country. 


At thirteen, Tang Xian Zu joined the Taizhou School of Thoughts (there was no age 
requirement) and became a disciple of Wang’s theory. He followed those “weirdos” 
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everywhere and made troubles. He began to make a name for himself. 


At twenty one, he passed the exam and became a recommended man. Seven years later, he 
went to the capital and took part in the general exam. He was unlucky because he ran into 
Zhang Ju Zheng. 


He was unlucky not because Zhang Ju Zheng disliked him. On the contrary, First Secretary 
Zhang thought very highly of him and also asked his son to befriend him. 


It was something that one could not refuse. But the problem was Mr. Tang had been 
brainwashed by the unorthodox theories. He despised Zhang Ju Zheng. He was 
condescending and refused the gesture. 


If he dared to condescend on First Secretary Zhang, then First Secretary Zhang surely had 
to show his condescension over him. Failing the exam became inevitable. Three years later. He 
once again came to the capital to take part in the exam. First Secretary Zhang didn’t give up 
his pursuit and still insisted on his son befriending him, showing he didn’t mind the previous 
grudge. But Mr. Tang still didn’t return the favor. Once again he was condescending. Then 
once again Lord First Secretary condescended on him again and he failed again. 


But Mr. Tang not only had his moral character, he was also tenacious. Three years later he 
went to take the exam again. This time First Secretary Zhang didn’t get in the way (he was 
dead). Finally he passed. 


Because the previous two times he had been resisting Zhang Ju Zheng, by now Mr. Tang’s 
reputation reached the acme. The bigshots in the Court at the time like Zhang Si Wei and Shen 
Shi Xing all wanted to allure him. But Mr. Tang, resisting all efforts, still refused to associate 
with them. 


There was a place for those who refused to be in associations. The famous Tang Xian Zu 
was sent to Nanjing. After some ordeals, he managed to become a manager at the Ministry of 
Rites. 


Nanjing was a place where there was nothing for one to do. The Ministry of Rites in 
Nanjing was even more lackadaisical. That actually was a boon for Mr. Tang. At his leisure 
times he started writing plays and he was quite productive. His life was not a bad one, until 
the essay in year nineteen of Ten Thousand Seasons. 


Obviously Mr. Tang’s political skills were not as good as his artistic skills. As soon as his 


memorial was submitted, even before Shen Shi Xing said anything, the emperor already acted. 


Killing a chicken to warn a monkey was the sort of shenanigan (which he often used) the 
emperor was especially weary of. He reacted immediately by demoting Tang Xian Zu to a 
historian and banishing him to a remote area (Xuwen of Guangdong). 
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It was a fatal blow, from which Mr. Tang never recovered. 


Throughout his life, the emperor had fired many people. But this time, it yielded him the 
most success. Because the one he fired was only a sixth grade manager, but in return he got the 
greatest playwright of Ming. His return was big. 


After failing the exam at twenty eight, Tang Xian Zu began writing plays. When he was 
thirty, he finished The Purple Flute. At thirty eight, he completed The Purple Hairpin. At forty 
two, he was banished to Guangdong. Seven years later, during a central review, after a 
harrowing ordeal, he opted to just return home. 


After decades of toils, he had gained nothing. Amid a torturing depression, the forty nine 
year old Tang Xian Zu looked back at his dramatic life, in forlorn and fanciful words he wrote 
down all of his dreams and pursuits and they became The Reincarnation of a Soul, which was 
later titled The Peony Pavilion. 


The Peony Pavilion is a play of fifteen acts. It describes a love story that involved death and 
reincarnation (the plot is rather complicated, those interested may want to take a look). The 
play features smooth flowing melodies and beautiful verses. It became an immediate hit. 
People said: when The Peony Pavilion appears, The West Chamber (The Romance in the West 
Chamber) pales. From then on it was recited and sung all over the country for over a hundred 
years. Its appeal was unmatched by nothing else except Kong Shang Ren’s The Peach Flower 
Fan. 


Being an official he achieved nothing, but being a literatus he achieved immortality, he 
lived a life of no regret. 


Historians say: in two hundred years, he was the only one. 


Overall, Tang Xian Zu was lucky because he wasn’t around when even more troublesome 
matters occurred. 


Just two months after Mr. Tang submitted his memorial, Li Guan, an adjutant in Fujian 
fired his shot, which was still targeted at Shen Shi Xing. This time the attack was more vicious. 
Not only the words were more venomous, it also elevated the argument to the level of politics. 
When all charges were enumerated, Shen Shi Xing had been accused of ten crimes. All of a 
sudden, Mr. Shen had become the number one enemy of the people. 


The emperor was also forthright. He wielded his power again by firing Li Guan. 


When the order was issued, Shen Shi Xing was not happy. On the contrary, he lamented 
and was worried. 


Until now, despite the attacks had come from here and there, they had been all done in 


disguise and no one had laid it bare. The emperor’s contract was still in force. If it was let 
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dragged on to the end of the year, then if the emperor still refused, he would be at a 
disadvantage in his argument. To wait till then meant a sure victory. 


But if the angry mob failed to restrain themselves and their fighting spirit was aroused and 


confronted the emperor openly, the matter would become a very tough issue. 
It just went as the saying said, what comes is always what one dreads the most. 


Zhang You De, a manager at the Ministry of Works, couldn’t restrain himself anymore. He 


wrote an angry letter and demanded the emperor to declare the crown prince right away. 
This is exactly what I’ve been waiting for. 


The emperor reacted immediately. He first fined Zhang You De his salary. Then citing that 
Zhang You De had violated the contract, he postponed the decision on the crown prince for a 


year. 


That was exactly what he hoped for. He never wanted to make the declaration. Seeing the 
contract was about to expire, he had been worrying. Now there came this big sucker and he 
couldn’t waste the chance. The declaration of the crown prince then could be of course 


postponed. 
Actually, that was just his dream. 


In the minds of the officials, the contract had been an unreasonable one. They had been 
suppressing their outrage because of their respect for the emperor’s stature. Bile had been 
accumulating in their stomach and was seeking an outlet. Now you dare to come out to 
challenge us, then let’s fight for real! 


Of course the emperor had been also a veteran athlete. He was well prepared for this 
occasion. It looked nothing more than just a bunch of officials making some noise. He ignored 
them. He would wait and say only when it got more serious. Then it would be over, he just 
had to bear through it. 


The situation progressed pretty much the way he expected. After Zhang You De left, Zeng 
Tong Heng, his boss and the minister of works, wrote and asked the emperor to immediately 


declare the crown prince. 


The emperor snorted at it. He knew that was only the vanguard and the main force was 
still to come. He could even recite the ensuing acts. There would be some noise and it would 
end without a result. There was really nothing new in it. 


But not until the memorial was submitted, did he realize he was wrong. 


There were not many signers in this memorial. In fact there were only three. They were 
Shen Shi Xing, Xu Guo and Wang Jia Ping. 
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But to the emperor it was a fatal blow. 


Prior to this, regardless how the officials opposed him, the Cabinet had been on his side. 
Even when they threatened him with resignations, they had not openly confronted him. It was 
his last line of defense. Now it came out openly opposing him. The consequence would be 
unimaginable if this was allowed to happen. 

Shen Shi Xing was particularly important. Despite being in the Cabinet and once a while 
said a few words, he acted only for others to see. Usually he was busy muddying the water 
and trying to moderate confrontations. He was in truth an informant and a spy. 

But this time, Shen Shi Xing didn’t even warn him. He had been caught off guard. He 
thought Shen Shi Xing failed him. Thus he privately sent a eunuch over to reprimand Shen Shi 
Xing. 

When the question was posed, Shen Shi Xing was confused because he knew nothing about 
this matter. 

This is what actually happened. The memorial was drafted by Xu Guo, who then asked 
Wang Jia Ping to sign it. Of course Brother Wang didn’t hesitate and signed it immediately. 
They also knew Shen Shi Xing well. They knew the slyboots would never sign it. Lord Xu, 


feeling emboldened, then signed in First Secretary Shen’s name. He was thus dragged in. 


Given it had already taken place, the only thing Lord Shen could do was claim his 


innocence: 
“Someone else signed it in my name. I knew nothing about it.” 


There was an explanation and the eunuch had gone. But Mr. Shen began to ponder: What if 
the eunuch fails to deliver my message the right way? What if the emperor doesn’t believe me? 


What if the emperor becomes excited again and completely ruins the matter? 
After some deliberation he decided to write a secret letter. 


The letter basically said I really didn’t know there has been this memorial. On this matter, 
Your Majesty, please keep calm. You can make your own decision. 


Fairly speaking, Shen Shi Xing’s words didn’t show he was duplicitous because he 
understood very well the emperor’s personality: 


The emperor was the sort of man who would suffer great pains to maintain his pride. He 
would never admit a mistake. He was amicable in appearance but he was actually very 
stubborn. If one confronted him head on, there would not be a good outcome. 


Shen Shi Xing wanted to placate the emperor first and then deal with the matter later. 


Just as he hoped, the emperor received his letter and was very pleased and immediately 
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wrote back: 


“T understand your concern. I already have a plan for the declaration. Stay home, relax, and 
take care of yourself.” 


Shen Shi Xing was relieved. Finally, the matter was over. 


But he couldn’t even imagine his water muddying career that lasted for ten years was 
coming to an end, thanks to that secret missive. 


Shen Shi Xing’s letter was considered a secret document. Usually except the emperor, no 
one would be able to see it. 


But a few days later, in a usual procedure, the emperor handed the documents he had 
reviewed and approved to the Cabinet. Unwittingly, he also included the secret letter. 


It was like having taken pictures and then stored them in a computer, and then in turn sent 
the computer out for a repair. It could be a life threatening matter. 


The document was transferred to the Cabinet. Because it was Shen Shi Xing’s territory, he 
usually would still have a chance to remediate it. But the problem was because Lord Shen, 
wishing to avoid the headwind, was still on leave citing poor health. Xu Guo, who was in 
charge, overlooked it and then the document was transferred to the Ministry of Rites. 


Eventually it landed in the hands of Luo Da Hong, a palace emissary at the Ministry of 
Rites. 


Luo Da Hong was from Jishui of Jiangxi. On this man, one sentence is enough to describe 
him, he was a dutiful censor. 

Upon seeing Shen Shi Xing’s secret letter, Luo Da Hong was enraged. Besides being 
duplicitous, in the letter Shen Shi Xing also wrote these words: you should decide and 
determine it yourself, don’t let those little men get in the way of the grand occasion. 

In plain terms, it said, you have the final words, and don’t bother with those little men. 

We are the little men, so you are the big man? 

By now Shen Shi Xing had found out that his secret letter had been exposed. He was very 


worried. He immediately saw Luo Da Hong’s boss Hu Ru Ning, a department palace emissary 
at the Ministry of Rites and asked him to talk to Luo Da Hong. 


But unfortunately Luo Da Hong would have none of that. He wrote a memorial and made 
the matter public. In it he railed against Shen Shi Xing for his duplicity. 


That started the good show. Censors were outraged. Zhong Yu Zheng and Hou Xian Chun, 
place emissaries at the Ministry of Rites followed with their memorials lambasting Shen Shi 
Xing. Secretariat Huang Zheng Bin also jumped into the fray. He scolded Shen Shi Xing as a 
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slyboots. 


Seeing the first secretary was going to be hit, the emperor moved to action. He sent Luo Da 


Hong home and demoted him to a commoner. Then he fined the censors their salaries. 
But by now the matter had become irreconcilable. 


Shen Shi Xing, having sailed through numerous tempests finally sank in a sewage dump. 
Since year ten of Ten Thousand Seasons, he carried out his duties while bearing all the blames. 
He mediated up and down. He was the only one at the helm of the big enterprise. He 
swallowed his own teeth that had fallen off from hits. By now, it had been exactly ten years. 


Now, he could no longer be around anymore. 


In September of year nineteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1591), Shen Shi Xing officially 
submitted his resignation, which was eventually accepted, and went home. He was out of the 


government. 


Then, pandemonium began. 
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Mayhem 


When Shen Shi Xing was around, people said the Court was in disorder. Not until Shen Shi 
Xing left, did people know what disorder really meant. 


The first secretary left. Wang Xi Jue was not around. By seniority, Xu Guo should be the 
first secretary. But the fellow was clever. He saw the situation was not favorable. He wrote a 
letter of resignation and took off. 


Now the only one left was Wang Jia Ping. 


The emperor disliked Wang Jia Ping and Wang Jia Ping knew the emperor disliked him. 
Almost at the same time when Shen Shi Xing left, he had submitted his own resignation. 


But the emperor didn’t accept it. Instead he also promoted Wang Jia Ping to first secretary. 
The reason was simple. It was a mess and there was just this man left in the Cabinet. He had to 


make do with him. 


Finally there was a man in the Cabinet. But one was simply not enough and more had to be 
recruited. A good show required a team. On that note Shen Shi Xing did his part. He already 
anticipated this day. Before he left, he recommended two men to the emperor. One was Zhao 
Zhi Gao, the current left deputy minister of personnel. The other was Zhang Wei, the former 
right deputy minister of rites. 


The personnel move was an interesting one because the two men were of different interests, 
personalities, and family backgrounds. In other words, there was nothing in common between 
the two. But later developments showed that even with such an arrangement, they managed to 


last for about seven years. It truly demonstrated Mr. Shen’s leadership skills. 


With the team in place, the emperor’s tranquil life also had met its end. In the end, officials 
were making troubles because of the matter about declaring the crown prince. Mr. Shen acted 
as a shield for the emperor. Now with Mr. Shen gone, the emperor had to roll up the sleeves 
and fight on the front line. 


In January of year twenty of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1592), the real general assault 
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commenced. 


Li Xian Ke, a palace emissary at the Ministry of Rites launched the first salvo. He wrote to 
request the emperor to allow his eldest son to go to school. The fellow cleverly avoided 
mentioning declaring the crown prince. The entire letter focused on the school issue. He left no 
room for exploitation, which greatly exacerbated the emperor. Enraged, he didn’t use any 
excuse: 


“There is already a decree on the declaration. But this guy is irritating me again......He is 
so obnoxious. Demote him and get him out of here!” 


Actually, Li Xian Ke was not a man of significance and the punishment was not harsh. But 


the emperor was surprised that on such a little guy and such a minor matter, he would fail. 
As soon as the decree was issued, it was sent back by Wang Jia Ping. 


The first secretary, in his capacity, had the right to reject the emperor’s decree and refuse to 


execute it if he thought the decree was ill-advised. The name of the power was Seal and Return. 


Seal and Return and even refusing to execute the order would have just been enough, but 


more irritatingly, First Secretary Wang also had a few words: 


On this matter I am right and the emperor is wrong! Li Xian Ke said nothing about 
declaring crown prince. He said only about sending the kid to school. You should take his 
advice. Even if you don’t want to take his advice, you shouldn’t punish him. I’m not going to 
execute this order. 


That amounted to an open rebellion. He had been just promoted to the first secretary and 
now the ungrateful brute dealt back with a heavy hand. The emperor was so flabbergasted 
that he almost smashed his own head against a wall. He was flustered and exasperated. He 


put Wang Jia Ping on a leave and sent him home. 
That marked the beginning of the emperor’s “happy” life. 


A few days later, Zhong Yu Zheng, the palace emissary at the Ministry of Rites wrote in 
support of Li Xian Ke. Some of the noteworthy words are: 


“T agree with what Li Xian Ke says in his memorial. Please demote me the same way.” 
The emperor satisfied him with his request. 


Then a few days later, Shu Hong Xu, a palace emissary at the Ministry of Rites submitted a 


memorial. His words are: 
“You may punish a censor but you still have to resolve the matter about schooling.” 


He was sent to Nanjing. 
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Then several days later, Meng Yang Hao, a palace emissary at the Ministry of Revenue and 
Population, wrote in support of Li Xian Ke, Zhong Yu Zheng and others. Comparing to the 
other ones, his memorial was written with more skills. Although he ranked very low (seventh 
grade), it showed high ambition. Totaling five items, he summarized the mistakes made by the 


emperor. He also said something that ancients always said: 


“Your Majesty, you deny your eldest son’s education. You are a disgrace to your ancestor 


and the dynasty!” 


The emperor was furiously mad. He immediately issued the order to have Comrade Meng 
Yang Hao, who excelled at summarizing, fired and dragged out to the front gate and cudgeled 
one hundred times. 


That was the way storms were born. 


It would not have mattered as much if it was someone else. But Mr. Meng was a censor and 


he was beaten and wronged for doing his job. 
Everyone was outraged. 


Please note, people were cleared eyed about the men involved and how each one was 


punished: 
Cabinet Grand Academician Zhao Zhi Gao wrote a memorial and was reprimanded. 


Chen Shang Xiang, the right palace emissary at the Ministry of Personnel, submitted a 


memorial. He was fired and demoted to a commoner. 


Censor Zou De Yong, Ding Mao Xun, executive palace emissaries at the Ministry of 
Revenue and Personnel, Zhang Dong, a palace emissary at the Ministry of War, Wu Zhi Jia, the 
executive palace emissary at the Ministry of Justice, Yang Qi Xiu, the executive palace 
emissary at Ministry of Works, and Ye Chu Chun, the left palace emissary at Ministry of Rites 
jointly wrote a memorial to protest. The emperor was furious. The six were demoted and 
banished. 

The emperor finally did something extraordinary. Including Li Xian Ke, who wrote the first 
memory, in just a few short days, he fired twelve officials. The great record was not broken 


even by the latter quick tempered Emperor Dignified Auspice. 


The matter had reached to a point where both the emperor and the officials had gone mad. 
Official positions had become free commodity and were tossed everywhere. What can be 
worse than if I discard my decades of study? I’m all in for just one idea: I can lose my position 
but I cannot lose my dignity! 


Guided by this glorious idea, Dong Si Cheng, the assistant to the associate minister of rites, 
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Censor Jia Ming Ru, and Censor Chen Yu Mo wrote again in support of Li Xian Ke. The 
emperor retaliated immediately. Dong Si Cheng was fired, Jia Ming Ru was banished, and 
Chen Yu Mo was fined his salaries. 


I’ve lost count of how many people were enveloped in this incident so far. But if we think it 
would stop here, then we’d be underestimating the fighting prowess of Ming officials. 


Several days later, Li Chang Chun, the minister of rites also wrote. The emperor showed no 
respect to the senior official and severely excoriated him. But not long after, Cai Guo Zhen and 
Yang Shi Qiao, the minister and deputy minister of personnel also wrote to protest. But this 


time, the emperor didn’t react. He was just too exhausted. 


Seeing the emperor had been so badgered that he was on his last breath, Wang Jia Ping 
couldn’t sit still anymore. He finally came out to mediate. He acknowledged to the emperor 
his mistake and sought to spare the officials involved. 


He had the right idea but used the wrong approach. The emperor, who finally took a 
respite, suddenly was reenergized when he saw his old nemesis. He issued an order and railed: 


“Ever since you have been at the helm, officials have affronted the authority relentlessly. 
You are a cabinet grand academician. Not only have you not intervened to alleviate the 
situation, you instead sealed and returned my decree. You purposefully agitated me! When 
you saw I became angry, you then said you were not well and wanted to go home to rest! 
There are so many state matters here, how can you be at peace by lying in bed at home? If you 
say you are ill, then you don’t have to come, go home and rest!” 


Wang Jia Ping finally understood the pain that afflicted Shen Shi Xing. In March of year 
twenty of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1592), he wrote eight memorials in succession and 
finally was allowed to go home. 


It was a match of unequal strengths. The words of an official counted for nothing. But an 
emperor’s decree was enough to change anyone’s life. 


But the emperor lost. Confronted by men who came up one after another, despite his 
strenuous efforts, he still lost. That’s because power wouldn’t necessarily decide everything, 


especially when it was used against integrity and dignity. 


With Wang Jia Ping left, censors took a brief rest. Zhao Zhi Gao, who succeeded, was meek 
and reticent. Just when the emperor wanted a few days of rest, Zhang Wei emerged to the 


scene. 


The second secretary continued on with the effort. He continued making trouble. Today he 
made trouble about schooling and tomorrow he made trouble about declaring the crown 
prince. Every day he alternated his methods to torture the emperor. Finally Comrade Ten 
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Thousand Seasons could no longer withstand the assaults. Continuing the fight meant he 
would either be harassed or suffocated to death. 


He had to find a countermeasure. 


After some pondering, he decided to find a man. In his mind, this was the only man who 
would be able to salvage everything. 


Wang Xi Jue 
In year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1593), Wang Xi Jue received an order and 


came to the capital to become the first secretary. 
Wang Xi Jue’s courtesy name was Yuan Yu. He was born in Taicang of Suzhou. 


In year forty one of Civility and Tranquility, he was twenty eight. He came to the capital to 
take part in the exam and met Shen Shi Xing. Then he placed first. 


A few days later he was in the palace exam and met Shen Shi Xing again. This time he 


placed second. 


It was said there were two things that caused his loss to Shen Shi Xing. One was he didn’t 
look as handsome. The other was he was not suave enough when he spoke. 


It’s hard to measure handsomeness. But there was consent about suaveness. 


Ever since entering the government, Wang Xi Jue had been a tough piece of meat. In year 
five when Zhang Ju Zheng had to use deprivation of bereavement, everyone else fussed by 
writing. He fussed by doing it at the man’s home. He almost pushed Lord Zhang Ju Zheng to 
the breaking point as to cutting his own throat. When Wu Zhong Xing was beaten so badly 
that he was seemingly on his last breath, everyone else lamented on the side but he wailed in 
the Court. 


In year six of Ten Thousand Seasons, in violation his filial duty, Zhang Ju Zheng came back 
to work, everyone congratulated him but he asked for a leave citing he still had his parents to 
tend at home and he had no time to work here if he had to fulfill his filial duty. Zhang Ju 
Zheng gnashed his teeth and was filled with hatred in his heart. 


In year nine, Zhang Ju Zheng fell severely ill. Everyone went to offer his prayer. But he 
didn’t deign to do it. 


In year ten of Ten Thousand Seasons, Zhang Ju Zheng died and retaliatory reprisals on him 
began. His house was searched and properties confiscated. Everyone trampled on him. But 
now he said: 


“When Zhang Ju Zheng was in power, was there anything wrong in what he did? He was 
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not a good person but he made contributions to the country. How can you treat him like this?” 


In year thirteen of Ten Thousand Seasons, his student Li Zhi wanted to bring down Shen 
Shi Xing and put him on the stage. He severely chastised his student and asked to be allowed 


to resign. 


Three years later, his son placed first in the county exam. Someone suspected him of 
cheating. He told his son not to participate the general exam and go home to wait. Not until 
thirteen years later after he stepped down, did his son take part in the exam and placed second 
in the general exam and second in palace exam. 


He was aman who had endured the test of time. 


In the emperor’s mind, among those who would be able to clean up the mess, Wang Xi Jue 
was the only one. 


Lord Wang didn’t disappoint anyone. After a tour of the capital, he knew what was going 
on. Then he began his work by composing a secret missive to the emperor. He basically said 
the current situation is urgent and you should declare the crown prince in year twenty one. 
You cannot afford to drag your feet any longer. Otherwise regardless how much effort I make, 
I cannot suppress them. 


Learned from his previous lesson, the emperor this time didn’t carelessly get someone to 
fix his computer. He designated a eunuch, who delivered his message. 


But as soon as he opened the letter, he was stunned. 
This is what was written in the letter: 


“T have read your letter and I’m moved by your loyalty! Last year I indeed said this year I'll 
do a grand celebration ceremony. But (note this word), after reading the Code of Ancestors 
(much like the emperor’s family code) last night, I found there is a tenet: choose the direct 
descendent, instead of the eldest. I pondered about it. The empress is still young. If she gives 


birth to a son, what do we do? Should we declare him the crown prince or a prince?” 


“Tf we declare him a prince, then we’ll be violating the code of our ancestors. If we declare 
him the crown prince, then we’re having two crown princes. After some deliberation, I have 
an idea. How about we bestow the title of prince to all of my three sons? After a few years, if 
the empress still doesn’t have a son, it will still not be too late to declare the eldest son the 
crown prince. I’ve made up my mind on this. It allows me to both follow the ancestry code and 
resolve the matter. All right, please just do it this way.” 


Now there was a new trend in this class struggle. Obviously, Comrade Ten Thousand 
Seasons had cerebrated quite hard. He thought he was still not weighty enough, and he had to 
bring out his ancestors. He also played a complicated logical game. There was quite a bit of 
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technical content in it. Now let’s do an analysis. 


Following the tradition, I have to appoint the son of the empress. But the empress doesn’t 
have a son. The empress doesn’t have a son now doesn’t mean she will not have a son in the 
future. If I declare my eldest son now, once the son of the empress is born, I’m in violation of 
the policy. But I don’t know when the empress is going to have a son. Instead of prolonging 
the matter, why not giving titles to all the three sons? Then the matter will be resolved. If the 
empress doesn’t give birth to a son in the future, then I’m going to declare a crown prince. We 
can title them first and then declare the crown prince. This way we can satisfy both the 
ancestors and the officials. 


Wang Xi Jue thought about it and was not complete sure. But it seemed the matter had to 
be resolved this way. He pondered and then settled on muddying the water. He came up with 
two options. 


Option one, let the eldest son take the empress as his mother. Then he would be both the 
son from direct lineage and the eldest. Problem is solved. 


Option two, following the emperor’s idea, title all three sons now and then address the 
issue later. 


Postscript note: the second option should be used only under extremely dire situations. 
He had been had, completely. 


Lord Wang, who had had a clear mind in his entire life, seemed finally being fooled. He 
didn’t seem to know he had fallen into a trap. 


Actually the emperor’s real target was not his eldest son but his third son. 


He favored Concubine Zheng and Zhu Chang Xun. He never intended to declare the 
crown prince. With three princes titled with the eldest and the third son having the same title, 
they would be all on a level footing. Then all he had to do was to drag his feet. He would drag 
his feet until everyone stopped fussing about it. Then he would have achieved his goal. 


As to the caveat about choosing the second option only under dire situations was just a 


complete nonsense. In Comrade Ten Thousand Season’s life, he was often in dire situations. 
Wang Xi Jue was now in his boat. 


The emperor immediately selected the second option and ordered Wang Xi Jue to carry it 


out. 


After a long secret strategizing and planning, on January 26 of year twenty one of Ten 


Thousand Seasons (AD 1593), the emperor suddenly issued a decree: 


“T have three sons and fraternal order must be respected. But the problem is our Ancestry 


67 


Mayhem 


Code dictates that the son from the direct lineage must be declared the crown prince. I have 
been waiting for the empress to have a son and there hasn’t been a son. To resolve the issue, I 
am titling the eldest, the third, and the fifth son princes. In the future when the empress has a 
son, this son will be declared the crown prince. If she doesn’t have a son, the eldest son will be 


declared. I have decided on this matter. You are ordered to start preparations.” 


A big commotion erupted when the decree was sent to the Ministry of Rites. Such an 
important matter was announced without any heads up, it was really not normal. The bosses 
discussed it and then went to the Cabinet with questions. 


Now even Zhao Zhi Gao and Zhang Wei were stunned. What decree, what titling three 


princes, what is this about? 


Obviously that was done by Wang Xi Jue. When the news came out, the entire court was in 
uproar. Everyone was certain they had another turncoat in the Court. Not only that, he aligned 


himself with the emperor on his own volition. 


Everyone knew the emperor had stopped seeing the empress for a long time. For her to 
have a son was simply out of question. Titling three princes together was pure nonsense. 
Everyone knew that. Wang Xi Jue, you have been in this for decades, how can you not see this? 


You are a conspirator. You are an accomplice to an evil ruler! 


Then the emperor, you have already promised it will be done this year. Now the time has 
come and you are eating your own words. You come up with titling three princes. We’ve been 
looking forward to your declaration. Now you are playing another trick. Are you monkeying 
us? 

Two days later, the one to settle the score came. 


Zhu Wei Jing, the director of Palace Kitchen was the first to write. He didn’t even bother 


with the usual pleasantry, and opened with his rant right away: 


“You have said before in year twenty one you’d make the declaration. Everyone has been 
looking forward to it. Now you are suddenly saying you'll award titles to all of them and wait 
for the empress to have a son. This is the sort of logic that our ancestors have never used! Are 


you trying to fool the people of the entire world?” 


Seeing his legerdemain had been exposed, the emperor was very angry. He immediately 


ordered to get Zhu Wei Jing fired and send him to military service. 
A day later, Wang Ru Jian, a palace emissary at the Ministry of Justice, followed: 


“In year fourteen, you said the eldest son was too young and you'd like to wait for couple 
of years. In year eighteen, you said you didn’t have a son from the empress and fraternal order 
would be respected. You asked us not to worry. In year nineteen, you said you would make 
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the declaration in year twenty. In year twenty you said you would do it in year twenty one. 
Now you say you won’t do it anymore and you will title them. Have you forgotten what you 
have said before? In the future, what words from you we should believe?” 


These words hurt just too much. The emperor couldn’t endure them. He immediately fired 
Wang Ru Jian and sent him to military service. 


Punishments had become useless. People had seen fines, demotions, firings, and sending to 
military service. Who else people would be afraid? 


The most uncomfortable people were the heads at the Ministry of Rites. The emperor had 
issued the decree, which the Cabinet didn’t seal and return. By convention they had to execute 
the order. But given the current circumstance, if someone insisted on executing it, he could be 
executed by the people. After some deliberation, they came up with a water muddying plan: 
the ceremony titling the princes would be held as usual but at the same time there would also 
be the ceremony to declare the crown prince. 


When the plan was submitted the emperor balked. The purpose of titling the three princes 
is to avoid declaring the crown prince. Are you trying to circle me back? 


If the emperor would not care about saving his face, then there would be nothing else to 
worry about. Gu Yun Cheng, a manager at the Ministry of Rites, Yue Yuan Sheng, a manager 
at the Ministry of Works, Wang Xue Zeng, the director of Palace Kitchen, and others continued 
to write in opposition of titling the three princes. Perhaps the emperor had also grown tired of 
this. He just ignored them. 


Thus those protesting continued their protest and the one who ignored the protests 
continued to ignore. No one could do anything against each other. 


The situation was now in a stalemate. By now everyone suddenly discovered that they 
were missing a key person, Wang Xi Jue. 


If this was started by Wang Xi Jue and the emperor, who remained in hiding, then they had 
to use their knife on Wang Xi Jue. 


First came to his door were Gu Yun Cheng, Zhang Fu Zhi, and other townsmen of his. 
They urged him to recognize the circumstance and resolve the issue as early as possible. Then 
it was Gu Xian Cheng, a manager at the Ministry of Personnel, who wrote on behalf of all the 
officials at the ministry to Wang Xi Jue and told him with no ambiguity: now the situation is 
very complicated, everyone is opposed to your idea about titling three princes, and we’re not 
going to allow you to muddle through this! 


Wang Xi Jue finally felt the pain Zhang Ju Zheng back then felt. Without knowing the full 
details, people pile on to beat you up. You can’t argue with them, otherwise they will bring the 
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fight to your home. 
Of course there was nothing to stop them. Eventually people brought the fight to his home. 


A few days later, five men, including Shi Meng Lin, a place emissary at the Ministry of 
Rites, Yue Yuan Sheng, the manager at Ministry of Works, and others, came to Wang Xi Jue’s 


office in the Cabinet. They came with only one purpose: to quarrel. 


At the beginning, the atmosphere was cordial. Shi Meng Lin spoke first. One by one he 
refuted the rationality and procedure of prince titling. He was reasonable and restrained and 


spoke based on facts. 
Thus far they were still talking about the issue. But as it went on, it became a tough going. 


Wang Xi Jue knew that titling the three princes was a total mess and debating about it 
would lead nowhere. He knew he didn’t have a strong case. For a long time he didn’t speak. 
The men kept asking him and he refused to answer. But finally, he couldn’t withhold any 


longer: 
“What do you want me to do?” 
Yue Yuan Sheng immediately replied: 
“We want you to immediately withdraw that decree. This is not negotiable!” 
Then he continued: 
“Tf the emperor asks, just tell him that officials have forced you to do this!” 
Wang Xi Jue was furious and bawled out: 
“Then how about you put your names on it?!” 
These were very menacing words. But Yue Yuan Sheng’s reply was louder: 
“Put my name at the top, military service or beating, all up to you!” 
To deal with such a daredevil, Wang Xi Jue had no better method. He had to yield: 


“Relax. Although all three princes will be titled, when the eldest son comes out of the 
palace, the protocol will be different.” 


Seeing the Lord First Secretary retreating, Yue Yuan Sheng didn’t stop pushing. He then 
added: 


“That'll be decided by the Ministry of Rites, not your business!” 


The conversation ended on a sour note. Although Wang Xi Jue had been harrowed, he 


successfully held on and refused to accept their demand. 


That’s because despite the men who ranted were more numerous, no one had been able to 
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find his Achilles Heel. 


The matter appeared to be simple, in which the emperor tricked him and Wang Xi Jue had 
fallen into a trap, and Lord Wang had become the bete noire of the officials and he had no one 
to lament the injustice he had received. 


Actually that was impossible. Although Mr. Wang Xi Jue was an honest man, he was 
nonetheless a slyboots who had been in the officialdom for decades. He saw through all the 
emperor’s chicaneries. By agreeing to titling three princes together, he wanted to beat the 
emperor at his own game. 


His real purpose was to use titling the princes as an opportunity to solidify the position of 
the eldest son. Then he would look for ways to further push the emperor to declare him the 
crown prince. 

He saw men like Yue Yuan Sheng as white necked noisy crows that could accomplish 
nothing but blustering. He acquiesced to people’s scoffing and scolding. He would endure the 
humiliation and then one day rise up again. 

But in this world there are always smart people. 

Plebeian Meritorious Li Teng Fang was one. 

Li Teng Fang was from Xiangtan of Huguang (present day Xiangtan in Hunan). Strictly 
speaking, he was not an official yet. But before the fellow was even in the government, he 
already gained the acumen about the Court. In just one letter, he exposed Wang Xi Jue’s secret. 


He handed the letter to Wang Xi Jue in person. Lord Wang thought to dispatch him. But 
just a few lines into reading the letter, he had to stop him: 


“Your Lordship wants to appease His Majesty for now. Then you want to morph prince 


titling into declaration of crown prince!” 

Those were cutting words that carried profound meanings. Therefore Wang Xi Jue spoke to 
him: 

“Please sit down, let’s have a talk.” 

What Li Teng Fang said afterward completely disrupted Wang Xi Jue’s plan: 


“Lord Wang, your intention is good. But think about it for a moment. Once the titles are 
bestowed, crown prince declaration still will be postponed. How long can you stay in the 
Court? If you retire and your successor is not as good as you and fail to accomplish this, then 


1” 


you ll be the one bearing the responsibility 
Wang Xi Jue fell silent. He finally saw that his plan carried a lot of risks. But he still didn’t 


want to correct his mistake. In this plan, there was a final insurance of safety. 
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Li Teng Fang left. Wang Xi Jue didn’t change his stance. In the following days, there was a 
continuing stream of visitors. But Lord Wang knew what he was doing. Regardless how hard 
he was persuaded, he refused to change his stance, until the day when Wang Jiu Xue came to 
him. 

Wang Jiu Xue was Wang Xi Jue’s student. They were close, and he was direct. As soon as 
he entered his teacher’s home, he started crying and said: 


“Everyone says this thing (titling princes) is done by my teacher. If you allow this to 
continue, then I’m afraid my teacher will bring calamity to his entire family!” 

Wang Xi Jue smiled: 

“Don’t worry. That’s just what is said by people who are not in the know. My real plan has 
been secretly submitted to the emperor. Even when the eldest son takes the throne later, when 
he sees this document, he’ll understand my intention.” 

That was Mr. Wang’s insurance. But Wang Jiu Xue didn’t smile. He just said: 

“My teacher, others are not going to care about you! If something happens, it’ll be too late 
to regret!” 

Wang Xi Jue shivered. He finally discovered an inexcusable flaw in his thinking: 

If he fails in declaring the eldest son the crown prince and the third son takes the throne, 
then when he sees the secret memorial supporting the eldest son, he surely will get rid of him. 

But if the eldest son takes the throne, even if he knows the secret memorial, he doesn’t need 
to protect him. It’s a matter of course for the eldest son taking the throne and he doesn’t need 


to feel grateful to anyone. By then, he would be the only one bearing the blame for titling three 
princes. 


The result would be that regardless who won, he was always the loser! 


Those who still continue doing the business where he loses money are fools. Wang Xi Jue 
was not a fool, and he surely didn’t want to be in the business. In February of year twenty one 
of Ten Thousand Seasons, he specifically requested an audience with the emperor. He had 
only one request: withdraw his suggestion about awarding the titles. 


The emperor refused. I’ve labored hard to pull you into my boat and now you want to 
wash your hands and leave me alone to shoulder the blames, you are too cruel. 


“Withdrawing your proposal amounts to admitting it has been a mistake. If you 
acknowledge it being a mistake, then what am I supposed to do? I am the emperor and how 


can I be manipulated by officials?” 


It was of course easy for him to say that. But Lord Wang was not going to take the bait: You 
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are the emperor and even if you don’t admit it being a mistake, no one can do anything against 
you. But I am an official and if I continue to muddle in the water, people may even destroy my 
ancestor’s tombs. 


Regardless how hard the emperor wheedled or cajoled, Wang Xi Jue was unmoved. He just 
quit. 

Seeing his obstinate insistence failing without the support from the officials and the 
Cabinet and his only confidant leaving him, the emperor had to call it off. 


A few days later, he issued an order: 


“There will be no titling. I’ll wait for couple of years and if the empress still doesn’t have a 
son, I’ll make the eldest son the crown prince.” 


But his officials still wouldn’t give in and the raucous went on unabated. Everyone knows 
Your Majesty has stopped going to the empress for years. How can the empress produce a son? 


You don’t want to declare him the crown prince. Don’t pretend you do. 


The emperor was infuriated again. First he refuted the rumors by saying he had seen the 
empress this year and their bad conjugal relationship was completely false. In the meantime, 
he ordered the Cabinet to severely punish anyone who made irresponsible remarks. 


That put Wang Xi Jue in a dilemma. He no longer dared to hobnob with the emperor 
anymore. He also was afraid of offending the officials. After some deliberation, he sighed: I’ll 
have to quit. 


But that was easier said than done. The emperor resolutely refused to let him go. After 
several tumultuous incidents he had learned that standing in front of the group of mad men 
naked was a dangerous thing to do. He had to have someone to shield the bullets from him so 
that he could have a peaceful life. 


That made Wang Xi Jue’s life miserable. Officials wanted him out but the emperor wanted 
him to remain. In the middle he was the one that got bullied by both sides. Finding no 
alternatives, he decided to fight it out. He would talk to the emperor face to face. 


But Lord Emperor seemed very busy despite he didn’t come to work. There was no reply at 
all despite Wang Xi Jue’s repeated requests for several months. Seeing he was going to be 
drowned in the sea of saliva, after exerting constant pestering, Lord Wang finally managed to 
get to see the emperor in November of year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1593). 


It was a crucial meeting. There were only two men in the meeting. So it ought to have been 
something that was known only to the Heaven and Earth and the two men. But for some 
unspecified motive (perhaps for the purpose of preserving evidence), Wang Xi Jue afterward 
recorded in detail every sentence uttered in the conversation. 


73 


Mayhem 


Having waited for over half of a year, Wang Xi Jue’s patience had run out: 


“The matter about declaring the crown prince has still not been settled. Officials are saying 
all sorts of things about it and they are harassing the emperor (including himself). I hope Your 
Majesty make the decision, then their mouths will be shut.” 


The emperor was rather open minded: 

“T have made up my mind long ago. It doesn’t matter if now or later. I don’t care what 
people say.” 

Don’t care? Of course, because the one being cursed is not you. 

But he couldn’t say it out loud. Lord Wang took a detour: 


“T certainly know Your Majesty has made up your mind. But others don’t know. They keep 
shouting about it. I’m outraged by the reproaches laid on the emperor. I don’t know what 
makes it so hard for you to free yourself from enduring such unwarranted bullying?” 


The ball came. But the emperor didn’t betray his reputation as a seasoned athlete. He 
kicked it back right away: 


“T know but my only concern is what I should do if the empress has a son?” 


Wang Xi Jue was quite upset. For sake of the stinky issue about the empress having a son, 
they had tried to title three princes, which tortured them for a whole half a year. Now he still 
used that as an excuse. He was just shameless. If so he couldn’t help avoiding a confrontation: 


“Your Majesty, these words would have worked when you said them a few years ago. 
Now the royal son is already thirteen. How much more time are you going to wait? Since 
ancient times, even children of ordinary people at this age would have been sent to school, yet 


he is a royal son!” 


It was a tone that sounded like a father admonishing his son. But the emperor had been 
through all these and he wasn’t angry. He only calmly said: 

“T know.” 

Wang Xi Jue was still not willing to give up. He continued to exhort the emperor. But 
regardless what he said, the emperor acted like a gummy and showed no reaction. When Lord 
Wang’s breathless and incessant harangue consumed all of his saliva, the emperor left without 
even making a signal, leaving Lord Wang there alone, looking at his disappearing back, 
stupefied. 


The conversation was over but the matter was not. Once back home, Wang Xi Jue was still 
fuming. Emboldened by rage, he wrote another memorial that was unusually insolent: 


There was only one central idea in it. It was a threat: 
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“Your Majesty, although this audience (their conversation) was a talk just between you and 
me, soon the world will know. If nothing comes out of it, the whole world is going to attack us. 
By then, nothing will help even if I die with my bones grind to pieces and my whole family 
dies with me.” 


In these words, he was telling the emperor, don’t assume the conversation between us will 
be kept a secret. If you don’t give me an answer, this will be made known to the world, and if I 


go down because of it, you'll also go down with me! 
That was the tough part. There was also the gentle part: 


“T have served in the government for over thirty years and I have enjoyed a good 
reputation. Now because of this issue, I am being blamed by the whole world and it has been 
really heartbreaking!” 


Wang Xi Jue had become desperate. But the emperor, like having swallowed ballast, was as 
resolute as ever and determined to resist. He immediately wrote back and reprimanded Wang 
Xi Jue. The letter was also sent to the Cabinet. 


Lord Wang usually would have just had a bitter smile after reading the letter, although he 
was a principled man, he was kind and never openly quarreled with the emperor. But this 
time, it was different. 


When the eunuch delivered the letter to the Cabinet, Zhang Wei was also there and he was 
not as that docile and was a man enjoyed making trouble. When Wang Xi Jue opened the letter, 
he came over to read it. Afterward, Wang Xi Jue didn’t show much reaction, but he became 
excited. 


Without hesitation, the fellow convinced Wang Xi Jue to immediately write a rebuttal 
against the emperor. Like having inebriated several bottles of vodka, Wang Xi Jue, encouraged 
by Zhang Wei, felt emboldened and wrote a memorial, in which point by point he refuted the 


emperor. 
But Wang Xi Jue didn’t know that his action would produce an unexpected result. 


Although the emperor was stubborn he was clever. He was not afraid of confronting the 
officials because he had the support of the Cabinet. Now Lord Wang rioted. If the fight was 
allowed to continue, the matter could become uncontrollable. Finally he issued a decree: In 


spring of year twenty two, the eldest son will be sent to school. 


Victory came at an unexpected moment. Wang Xi Jue was greatly relieved. Although there 
was still no crown prince declaration, there was school. Regardless of the result, he finally had 
delivered something. 


What Shen Shi Xing had failed to do was now accomplished by Wang Xi Jue. It ought to 
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have been considered a project that marked as an achievement. Lord Wang’s position should 
be steadier. But it didn’t turn out that way. 


That’s because Ming officials were very persistent. They were straight shooters. If it was 
about declaring the crown prince, it had to be done. Any other names, even one word short, 
wouldn’t be accepted! Sending the kid to school didn’t satisfy them. The raucous in the Court 
continued. 


Another exacerbating matter finally left Wang Xi Jue without recourse. 
Year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1593) was a central review year. 


As explained before, central review was much like a review. It took place every six years. 
Its targets included all the fifth grade and lower officials, all local prefecture magistrates, their 
subordinates, and officials in the central government. 


Although usually Ming reviews were superficial affairs, central reviews were different. 
That’s because the review was done by the minister of personnel, the top minister among the 
six. Even if he couldn’t touch the Cabinet grand academicians, he had plenty of power to finish 
a few fifth graders. 


Thus every six years officials of all ranks shivered. After all it was for real. If one was fired 
during this review, his career was over. 


Not only that. The most unlucky thing was if the man who conducted the review was a 
stubborn guy, who refused lobbying, then it had to be a heart wrenching affair. 


The central review in year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1593) was truly a 
heart wrenching moment. That’s because the man who ran the show was Minister Sun Long of 
Personnel and Zhao Nan Xing, the associate minister and the head of the Department of 


Performance Appraisals. 


Sun Long didn’t play a significant role. But Mr. Zhao Nan Xing was a stubborn ilk that 


could only be seen once in a hundred years. 


Zhao Nan Xing’s courtesy name was Meng Bai. He was a distinguished scholar of year two 
of Ten Thousand Seasons. As early as in Zhang Ju Zheng’s era, he had demonstrated his true 
color as a picky guy. He was always in opposition. After Zhang Ju Zheng died he was 
promoted. But he didn’t perform well. Several years after, he had to resign and go home. It 
was Said he quit because he was in bad health. 


The man was fond of neither money nor women. He was also stubbornly finicky. He was 
resurrected not long ago and was to help the minister of personnel to conduct the central 


review. 
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It was obvious that having the man at this moment to do this work was intended to 
torment people. 


Just as expected, as soon as the review began, he ousted two men. One was Executive 
Palace Emissary Wang San Yu and another one was Luu Yin Chang, who was the assistant to 
the associate minister at the Department of Civilian Officer Recruiting. 


Suddenly the Court was panic-stricken. 


Although the two men didn’t rank high, they were special. Wang San Yu was Zhao Nan 
Xing’s relative by marriage and Luu Yin Chang was Sun Long’s nephew. 


He tested his knife on his relatives. The message was clear: this year, none of you can 
expect to easily live through. 


That started the era when hardships befell on the lives of aristocrats. Large numbers of 
officials from the six ministries and local governments were ousted. Sounds of cries and 
lamentations shattered the earth. Even cabinet grand academicians couldn’t remain unscathed. 
Zhao Zhi Gao’s brother was sent home and several of Wang Xi Jue’s loyal confidants’ careers 
were also ruined. 


Zhao Zhi Gao was a meek man and didn’t make much fuss. But Wang Xi Jue was different. 
When he went to Zhang Ju Zheng’s home to confront him, Zhao Nan Xing was just a footman. 
Who the hell you are if we talk about making trouble? 


Pretty soon, several censors nitpicked and wrote to attack the personnel changes made by 
the ministry. Zhao Nan Xing surely wouldn’t show his weakness and he wrote to argue back. 
The quarrel lasted for several days. Then the emperor issued his final verdict: Minister Sun 
Long of Personnel was fined a year of his salary and department head Zhao Nan Xing was 
demoted by three grades. 


The result was not surprising because during that time the lord emperor was conspiring 
with Wang Xi Jue on titling three princes. 


But Wang Xi Jue was mistaken because Mr. Zhao Nan Xing was not a simple man. 


In fact the reason that he had been put on the stage to do the review was because behind 
the scene another man was directing everything in the dark. 

The name of this man was Gu Xian Cheng. 

There will be more details about the heroic stories about this fellow. Here we don’t need to 
elaborate. But it was certain the review in year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seasons was a 
premediated and targeted political assault directed by Gu Xian Cheng. On this point, even the 
historians who edited The Official History of Ming were able to see (Gu Xian Cheng’s Biograph in 
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Official History of Ming). 

Reality confirmed this point. As soon as the one on the stage went down, the men in the 
backstage began to show their hands. Overnight, Left Executive Censor Li Shi Da, Associate 
Minister Yu Kong Jian of Personnel, and others emerged. One after another they wrote and 
attacked. Lord Wang once again became a target. 


At the critical moment, Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons again showed he was loyal and he 
was not a fool. 


He ignored those memorials but instead issued a seemingly irrelevant order: 


Minister Sun Long of Personnel was fired. Zhao Nan Xing, the head of the Department of 
Performance Appraisal at the Ministry of Personnel was deprived of all official positions and 


demoted to commoner. 


The message in the decree was clear: Don’t play games with me. I know all of your tricks. If 


you continue to make trouble, you'll be all together finished. 


The effect was obvious. Soon all quieted down. It seemed that Wang Xi Jue won but in fact 
he lost and he lost big. 


Sun Long had always played the role as the one who bore the blames. Once he was fired, 
he was out of the picture. But Zhao Nan Xing was different. Once he resisted Wang Xi Jue 
head on, his reputation skyrocketed. He was applauded as the hero who was not afraid of 
tyranny and resisted monopoly. Although he had been sent home he still had many visitors. 
Every year there would be nearly a hundred letters written to the Court, recommending his 
appointment. The fellow also didn’t betray people’s trust. Twenty years later he would 


reemerge and cause even bigger turbulences. 


Wang Xi Jue’s career was finished. Although he won the battle he lost his reputation. In 
many people’s mind, the tyrannical Wang Xi Jue, by relentlessly suppressing enlightened 
Zhao Nan Xing, had stifled justice and people’s will. 

It was an interesting scenario. All these had been so familiar. 

Sixteen years ago, the young and nonchalant official Wang Xi Jue walked into First 
Secretary Zhang Ju Zheng’s home and harangued grandiloquently. His reputation rose 


immediately when he walked out. 


Sixteen years later, young official Zhao Nan Xing assaulted First Secretary Wang Xi Jue and 
gained worldwide acclamation. 


The quondam Wang Xi Jue was the present Zhao Nan Xing and the present Wang Xi Jue 
was the quondam Zhang Jue Zheng. All was very interesting. 
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In Ming, there had been suppressed who were really not suppressed and there were so- 
called suppressors who didn’t have the real power to suppress. 

In Ming history records there are numerous outspoken men who confronted authorities. 
But not until after a detailed analysis, will one find that there were indeed people who 
challenged authorities but they didn’t necessarily speak their minds. Behind those spoken 
words, there usually were ulterior motives. 


The last straw 


In May of year twenty two of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1594), Wang Xi Jue submitted his 
resignation. 

The emperor had for many times asked him to stay but Wang Xi Jue was adamant. 

Ever since he entered the government, Wang Xi Jue had been just and conducted himself 


with discipline and honesty. For decades he treaded on thin ice. He was diligent and made 


great achievements. 


In year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seasons he was summoned back to the Court and he 
became the first secretary. In year twenty two he departed. He was on the job for just one year. 
But in this one year he had destroyed all of his reputation that he had accumulated in the 


prior decades. 


He worked hard and bore insults. He tried his best to keep the country running. He 
mediated confrontations and even accomplished something that his predecessor failed 
(sending the eldest son to school). But he could no longer sustain himself. 

Criticizing is always easy. But doing is always hard. 

Wang Xi Jue’s departure marked the worsening of the uncontrollable situation. From now 


on, the world would become an unsalvageable mess. 


But no one would be able to foresee that Lord Wang’s resignation would ignite another 
incident. Comparing to this incident, the arguments about the government and declaring the 
crown prince all seemed to be a child’s play. 
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The first secretary left, but life had to go on. Zhao Zhi Gao, who was number two, was 
supposed to succeed. But the man was just too soft and everyone bullied him. From the 
emperor to officials no one thought of him as someone who could maintain the command. 
Then the emperor ordered the officials to recommend a first secretary. 


Gu Xian Cheng, the man who had been behind the scenes now emerged. 


Gu Xian Cheng’s courtesy name was Shu Shi. He was a native of Wuxi of Jiangsu. In year 
four of Ten Thousand Seasons he took the county exam and placed at the top. Three years later 
he became a distinguished scholar with a mediocre score. He was given a job as a manager at 
the Ministry of Revenue and Population. Once he became an official, the man he disliked the 
most was Zhang Ju Zheng. He would do everything to be on the opposite side. 


For example, when Lord Zhang was gravely ill, everyone wrote to offer his prayer. But he 
didn’t do it. Someone thought him too eccentric and signed in his name. Once he learned of it, 
he insisted on having his name removed. He was very adamant about that. But that wasn’t a 
big deal because there were many who opposed Lord Zhang. With him being left out, no one 


missed him. 


After Zhang Ju Zheng died, he was transferred to the Ministry of Personnel but his rank 
remained the same. He continued as a sixth grade manager (a modern day director level 
position). In this tenure he also took a three year leave. 


This was a man who didn’t attract much attention. 


By year twenty one when there was the central review, Sun Long was the minister of 
personnel (regular second grade) and Zhao Nan Xing was the associate minister at the 
Department of Performance Appraisal (regular fifth grade). But Gu Xian Cheng was only an 
assistant to the associate minister at the Department of Performance Appraisal (secondary fifth 
grade). 


He joined the Court in year eight and he was already a sixth grade manager. He had 
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muddled through for thirteen years, yet he advanced by only one grade. It was really a pitiable 


performance. 


But it was this man whose performance was pitiable that was the real hand behind scenes 
in this storm. He must have some convincing ability. 


Even more amazingly, as the matter grew in scale, Sun Long was fired and Zhao Nan Xing 
was sent home. Even First Secretary Wang resigned. But he remained steady. Not only was he 
steady, he even got promoted and became the associate minister of the Department of Civilian 
Officer Recruiting at the Ministry of Personnel. 


As we have described earlier, the Department of Civilian Officer Recruiting was 
responsible for personnel and promotions. Per history records, Gu Xian Cheng was a man 
with a stubborn personality and unyielding in dealing with others. It was just incredible that 
such a man could manage to get this position. 


A more incredible thing was to follow. After Sun Long was fired, the Ministry of Personnel 
had no minister. Wang Xi Jue wanted to use the opportunity to install his man by 
recommending his confidant Luo Wan Hua to succeed. Gu Xian Cheng opposed the 
appointment and recommended Right Censor General Chen You Nian. 


The final result: the minister of personnel went to Chen You Nian. 


You have to know that Lord Wang Xi Jue now occupied the position of first secretary of the 
Cabinet. He was the grand academician of the Hall of the Alkaid. He was the acting minister of 
personnel and the grand tutor to the crown prince. He ranked at secondary first grade. On the 
contrary, Gu Xian Cheng was just a fifth grade associate minister and he was newly promoted 


just a year ago. 


Behind Wang Xi Jue, there was the emperor supporting him. But behind Gu Xian Cheng, 
nothing could be seen. 


The number one and number two versus a little department head, that was the backdrop. 
But reality showed us Gu Xian Cheng won. 


Behind Gu Xian Cheng there was a darkness of unfathomable depth. 
I think in that darkness there hid a powerful force. 
Very soon reality would prove this point. 


When the emperor ordered the officials to recommend the roster for the Cabinet, Gu Xian 
Cheng again poked his head out by making recommendations. Although he was officially the 
man in charge of this, strangely, to such an important political decision, the several deputy 
ministers showed no reaction. Minister Chen You Nian also heeded his advice without 
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reservation. Flipping through the pages of history records, one finds only his glorious deeds 
are recorded. It seemed he was the only one working at the Ministry of Personnel. 


When Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons saw the names recommended by Gu Xian Cheng, 
he almost toppled his desk. 


In Gu Xian Cheng’s list, the first name in the list was Wang Jia Ping. 


As an Official at the Ministry of Personnel, Gu Xian Cheng obviously knew this guy had 
been a pain in the butt to the emperor. But he still recommended the man. It was obvious that 
he didn’t see the emperor eye to eye. 


The emperor couldn’t tolerant that. He sent Gu Xian Cheng home. 


Ming officials could easily get fired but it was also not hard for them to rise. In a few years 
when the situation changed, one could immediately restart at the Court. By Gu Xian Cheng’s 
previous accomplishments and energy, it would be just a matter of time before he rose again. 


But no one anticipated Mr. Gu’s departure would be a permanent one. 


Although the emperor relished the departure of the man, the consequence of his action was 
something that he could not have imagined even to his death. 


Ever since the founding of Ming, regardless how able a man was or how profound support 
he had, including Liu Bo Wen, the number one strategist at his time in the world, if he didn’t 
manage to rise again after his departure, he would be slowly marginalized. Then he would be 
destined to the same ending, a complete demise. There had been no exceptions. 


But the exception started with Gu Xian Cheng. 


Just like what happened to Zhao Nan Xing, once he stepped down, Gu Xian Cheng’s 
reputation skyrocketed. One after another people recommended him for positions. Although 
those efforts didn’t come to fruition, at least he enjoyed wide support. Soon after his ouster, his 
brother Gu Yun Cheng and townsman Gao Pan Long also resigned from their positions and 
went back to home. The three huddled. We have nothing to do anyway, so why not do some 
teaching? 


The pedagogies, once under way, easily went on for three years. As they taught more, they 


received more students. Finally, one day, Gu Xian Cheng said to Gao Pan Long: 
“We should have a permanent place for our classes.” 


There was a place, which was located at the east side of the city of Wuxi. It was a place 
where Song scholar Yang Shi had once taught. But it had been run down after years of neglect. 
It was too dilapidated to be used. The matter was shelved. 


Seven years later, they finally found a money man. Ouyang Dong Feng, the prefecture 
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magistrate of Changzhou, had a good relationship with Gu Xian Cheng. When he heard about 
this, he stroked his brush and it was done. He allocated funds to renovate the place. From then 
on, it became the place where Gu Xian Cheng and others conducted their activities. 


Its name was East Wood Library. In fact it was indeed a library. But in the following 
decades, it emanated some unimaginable enchanting force, which became a powerful ideal. In 
history those who believed or accepted it were collectively called the East Wood Party. 


The fortunes of countless number of people and the political currents of Ming would all 
ultimately be decided in this place, which seemed to have nothing to do with the government. 


With Wang Xi Jue gone home and enjoying his retirement life and Gu Xian Cheng gone 
home and doing his teaching, Wang Jia Ping’s role naturally diminished. The position of first 
secretary fell back to Comrade Zhao Zhi Gao. 


That got be something hurtful because Zhao Zhi Gao never wanted to do it! 


Mr. Zhao had his seniority. He was a distinguished scholar of year two of Grand 
Celebration. His first job was an academician. Then he became an official in the capital. He had 
also worked in the local governments. For decades he had been through turbulent times. He 
had suffered from hardships and miseries. Now in his seventies he managed to become the 


first secretary. To him it was not an interesting job. 


More importantly, he had a meek personality. He was neither as cunning as Shen Shi Xing 
nor as strong as Wang Xi Jue. Ming censors were generally not nice guys. They were used to 
picking on the soft ones and avoiding the hard ones. Once he was in this position, even those 
who just came to nitpick on him would be more than enough for him to deal with, not to 


mention the sensitive issue about declaring the crown prince. 


On this Mr. Zhao was clear. He wrote ahead of the appointment stating that he didn’t want 
to do it and would rather retire and go home. 

But the emperor would not agree. He finally had found someone to shield the bullets for 
him. Now you want to leave, what am I going to do? 

He couldn’t help it. Although Mr. Zhao Zhi Gao was as old as Lian Po‘ and he couldn’t eat 
much, he still had to exert all the energy he could summon to do it. 

Starting from year twenty two of Ten Thousand Seasons he began his four years of 
miserable and long tenure as the first secretary. It was miserable and long because he didn’t 
want to do it, he couldn’t do it, but he had to do it. 


“ Lian Po was a general of the State of Zhao during the Warring States period. He was in his eighties when he was appointed 
the commander of all the Zhao forces in the war against the State of Qin. In refuting the concern that he was too old, he said 
he was still healthy and could still eat several bowls of grain in a meal. 
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He was diligent about his work. In these a few years, it had been an eventful period. 
Externally it was the war with Japan. Internally it was about declaring the crown prince. These 
things kept him extremely busy. On the external front, Lord Zhao had to raise funds for the 
military and act as the mediator on domestic issues. He was busy and had to work overtime. 
He did a fine job. 


But the officials were unforgiving. They saw him as an easy target for bullying and bullied 
him hard. Some blamed him for a fire in the palace. Some blamed him for natural disasters. 
Some blamed him when his son was in trouble. But even when there was nothing to blame 
some still criticized him saying that he should have been let go. 


The attacks had been way over the line, and even a meek man got mad. 


When Wang Xi Jue was around, he dominated and could easily admonish his subordinates 
for even the minutest errors. Except the issue on titling princes that aroused widespread 
criticisms, no one dared to affront him. When it was Zhao Zhi Gao’s turn, he was kind, 
approachable, and amiable. But instead he always was criticized. The old gentleman finally 


became angry and he also started scolding: 


“Being both first secretary of the Cabinet, when he is powerful and portentous, you fight to 
vie to attach yourself to him to gain advantage. When he is less powerful and less influential, 
you fight to attack him in order to make a name for yourself!” 


Despite his chastisement, the men had no sense of decency. They still enjoyed making fun 
of the old gentleman. Luck was also not on old man Zhao’s side. Just when it was the critical 
moment, something happened. 


The problem was with Shi Xing, the minister of war. If you still remember, at the time it 
was at the end of the First Korean War. During the negotiations, the big hustler Shen Wei Jing, 
who was the man Shi Xing most trusted, was riding high at the moment. The prospect seemed 


to be very promising. Lord Shi informed his boss and told him peace was in sight. 

His boss was Zhao Zhi Gao. 

Uncle Zhao never liked troubles. Of course he was happy when he heard it and agreed to 
open the negotiation. 


Now everyone knows what happened. The so-called peace was entirely conjured up by 
Shen Wei Jing and Konishi Yukinaga and other Chinese and Japanese professional swindlers. 
Once the truth was exposed, Shen Wei Jing was beheaded and Shi Xing was imprisoned. 


Usually on this matter at most Mr. Zhao’s responsibility laid in that he was the boss. The 
moral turpitude of the censors drove them to always pick on the easy target. Every time they 
censured Shi Xing, they included Lord Zhao in. Lord Zhao was outraged and breathed heavily. 
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He offered his resignation but the emperor didn’t accept it. By year twenty six he could no 
longer sustain himself. He went home resting to convalesce, the emperor didn’t mind anyway. 


In year twenty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons, Lord Zhao died at home. It was not known if 
he died of illness or old age. But I know he was very tired. Until the day he died, his 


resignation was still not approved. In today’s jargons, he should be considered died on his job. 


Zhao Zhi Gao’s life was a tough one. But Zhang Wei’s was relatively better because he had 
a temper and censors didn’t dare to pick on him. In addition, he was the second secretary and 
he usually didn’t have to poke his head out. With First Secretary Zhao shielding him in the 
front, his life was a decent one. 

His only problem was that during the Korean War, he strongly recommended a man. Not 
only repeatedly writing to recommend this man, he also lavishly praised him. He said the man 
was a rare talent unseen in a generation, his fame would reach far around the world, and he 
would return in triumph. 


The name of the man was Yang Hao. 


We've told the stories about this man before. To some extent, he indeed didn’t betray the 
expectations placed on him by some. Although he lost, his loss was known far and wide so 
that the entire country knew. Then it was the time to sort out responsibilities. When officials 
began to curse and Zhang Wei couldn’t take them anymore. He wrote to the emperor and said: 

“Everyone is attacking me. But I know my heart is with my country and I have no regret. I 
hope the emperor knows this.” 

The emperor said: 

“Yang Hao was the man repeatedly recommended by you to me in secret! I trusted you 
and gave him the command. Now he lost and the country’s reputation has been damaged. 
How can you say you have no regret?” 

At this point, there was nothing to be said. Zhang Wei wasn’t even allowed to offer his 
resignation before he was fired. When he left, no one said anything on his behalf. 


Perhaps the impact he sustained was too great, he died soon after he got home. 


By year twenty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons, the veterans of the Cabinet had all died. 


Then a seemingly insignificant man emerged on the stage. 


Seven years ago when Wang Xi Jue resigned, the Court was asked to recommend cabinet 
officers. Gu Xian Cheng recommended Wang Jia Ping. But one thing must be pointed out: the 
people recommended by Mr. Gu were not just Wang Jia Ping, there were seven of them. 


Among the seven, Wang Jia Ping was placed first. But the emperor didn’t buy it and thus 
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sent Gu Xian Cheng home. But in fact on Mr. Gu’s judgement, the lord emperor had some 


confidence. At least he accepted the man at the fourth place. 
Shen Yi Guan, the minister of rites in Nanjing, was at the fourth place. 


Shen Yi Guan’s courtesy name was Jian Wu. He was a distinguished scholar of year two of 
Grand Celebration. So he should be considered Zhao Zhi Gao’s classmate. But his test score 
was much better than Lord Zhao’s. He had been a plebeian meritorious. Later he was 
transferred to the Imperial Academy and had tutored the emperor. Like several of his 
predecessors, his relationship with Lord Zhang was also a bad one. But his reason for 


offending Mr. Zhang was a rather comical one. 


This is what happened, one day, Tutor Shen was teaching a class to the emperor. He talked 
and talked, then suddenly he sighed, saying since ancient times, when an emperor entrusts his 
heir to an official, he should always choose the most loyal man, and if he can’t find such a man, 
it may be better for him to be personally involved in the education of his own children by 
doing it and experience it. 


We have to know that Comrade Zhang Ju Zheng had many ears and eyes. Pretty soon 
these words went into his ears. Thanks to his not so ample magnanimity, when Lord Zhang 


was in power, Shen Yi Guan had to stay in obscurity and was never given key positions. 
Comparing to Comrade Wang Xi Jue, who confronted and chastised Zhang Ju Zheng 
directly and met the same end, I have to say, he didn’t do it intentionally. 


Only after Zhang Ju Zheng died, was Shen Yi Guan able to come out of obscurity. He 
became the left deputy minister of personnel, the tutoring academician, and then went to 
Nanjing and became the minister of rites. 


He maintained a low profile and didn’t show any unique ability or talent. But that was 
only on the surface. 


Gu Xian Cheng was the force manipulating behind the scenes. The emperor was the 
supreme ruler. The two were each other’s nemesis. 


If a man was both recommended by Gu Xian Cheng and accepted by the emperor, he had 
to be a formidable man. 


In year twenty two of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1594), Shen Yi Guan was appointed 
minister of personnel and the grand academician of East Hall. He was now in the empire’s 
decision making circle. 


Pretty soon he showed he was different. Specifically, when everyone bullied Zhao Zhi Gao, 
he didn’t. 
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First Secretary Zhao was a completely genuine tender fruit. Officials of all ranks passing by 
couldn’t help but pinch him. The only one who showed proper respect and deference to Lord 
Zhao was Shen Yi Guan. 


But Mr. Shen Yi Guan’s deference on Old Man Zhao was not because he was senior in age 
but because he was senior in rank. He showed the same deference to Zhang Wei, who was 
number two and Chen Yu Bi, who was number three. 


That was the way Shen Yi Guan got himself rooted. In the ensuing seven years, Zhao Zhi 
Gao had been cursed so much that he took a medical leave and Chen Yu Bi was so much 
criticized that he resigned. But he was unaffected. It was said that he joined Second Secretary 
Zhang Wei in recommending Yang Hao. It was also alleged that he even received money. But 
when the Yang Hao scandal was exposed, Zhang Wei was censured and fired. But he 
remained unscathed. 


By year twenty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1601), with dead being dead and 
resigned resigned, Shen Yi Guan became the only one left. The world’s number one slyboots 


finally became the empire’s first secretary. 


Thanks to his years of skills in muddling along, Mr. Shen handled everything with ease. 
With pushing and shoveling left and right, he gained the trust of the emperor and respect from 
officials. His position was steady. But history hasn’t rewarded him with a good reputation. It’s 
because he was simply too wily. 


To some extent, the first secretary’s job was to bear blames. The country had many issues to 
resolve and someone had to take the responsibilities. But Mr. Shen had no such concept. He 
would evade and flee if he could. He was just too irresponsible. 


By then the situation in the Court had come to a decisive moment. 


In year twenty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons, the eldest son was nineteen. Although he 
had been schooled, he was still not the crown prince. The emperor also wasn’t nice to his son’s 
teachers. When an ordinary family hired a tutor, they had to carefully tend the needs of the 
teacher. They would never be late in paying the teacher. But the emperor even refused to 
provide meals. When a tutor went to teach his son, he had to bring his own lunch. It was 
ridiculous. 


On the contrary, the third son lived in much more comfort. He had whatever he wanted 
and was heavily favored by the emperor. He was spoiled and had never experienced any 
hardship. He was also poised to take the position of crown prince. 


Everyone saw it clearly. In addition, Concubine Zheng was a foolish woman rarely seen in 
a hundred years. She didn’t understand she had to restrain herself. She was so arrogant that 


87 


The Rise of East Wood 


everybody loathed her. As time went by, an issue about a father spoiling his son had become a 
story of an evil crone landlord bullying her honest tenant farmer. 


The problem had become worse and worse. Public opinions had become more and more 
violent. A day gone is a day lived; the emperor was a believer of that motto. Then there came 
this first secretary. It must be known that if officials didn’t make trouble, it doesn’t mean that 
they were afraid of making trouble. When their anger reached a boiling point, the country 


would be in an unprecedented upheaval. 


But there was no upheaval. The issue that had brought the downfalls of Shen Shi Xing, 
Wang Xi Jue, Wang Jia Ping, and numerous other virtuosos of politics and seemingly 
unresolvable was somehow resolved. 


The man who resolved it was the very irresponsible and usually wily Shen Yi Guan. 
If we have to describe it, it sounded like an incredible fantasy. 


In August of year twenty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1601), Shen Yi Guan wrote to 
the emperor and asked him to declare the crown prince. It basically said the eldest son had 
grown up and he should be declared the crown prince; he should get married; so that when 
you have a grandson, you'll be able to enjoy the happy family life with children and 
grandchildren around you. 


Regardless how one read it, it was a plain and uninteresting letter. It contained no new 
ideas and showed little literary skills. Per past routines, it would have ended up being piled at 


the bottom of files for a few years and then thrown out and burned as fuel. 

But there are always pleasant surprises. On the second day, Shen Yi Guan received the 
emperor's reply: 

“Today I’m declaring my eldest son the crown prince!” 

Shen Yi Guan was dumbfounded. 

That’s absolutely impossible. 


It has been fought for nearly two decades. Countless number of people had fallen, lost 
positions, and been sent to military service. The emperor had been tormented to half death but 
he still wouldn’t budge. 


But now, everything is resolved. 


The fact was right in front of him. Today the crown prince will be declared. It’s very very 
obvious. 


Shen Yi Guan was ecstatic. He immediately dispatched runners and announced the news. 


The entire court was in an uproar. Everyone applauded for the victory that they had been 
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waiting for too long. 


The Succession Fight thus ended. The most intriguing and intricate political incident of the 
Ten Thousand Seasons era caused the ouster of four first secretaries, over a dozen ministry 
level officials, and dragged in over three hundred central and local government officials. 
Among them over a hundred were removed from their positions, fired, or banished. It had 
been a dirty slugfest. It also produced the East Wood Party as a byproduct. Almost everyone 


was convinced there would never be a day when it would be resolved. 


But the matter was resolved at the most unexpected moment and by the most unexpected 
man. Zhu Chang Luo, who had been shunned by his father, finally saw his patience bearing 
fruit and became the crown prince. 


But in this incident, the biggest mystery still remains: why that particular memorial was the 
one that brought the game to its end? 


I am not sure if Shen Yi Guan ever thought about that question, but I have thought about it. 


The emperor was not stupid. In fact, based on his previous behavior, he was a very mature 
politician. He had no history of mental problems. A sudden impulse or nerve breakdown can 
basically be ruled out. In addition, his intention was very clear, declare his third son. 


Then what prompted him to abandon the attempt that he had adhered to for years despite 
enduring years of scolding and torment? 


After repeatedly reviewing Shen Yi Guan’s memorial and analyzing various indications 
that had occurred prior to that, I have my conclusion: that was the last straw that brought 
down the camel. 


The emperor never wanted to make his eldest son the crown prince. There is no question 
about that. But the question is, he knew he had little chance to realize his hope and he also 
knew his officials were all single-minded. Then why did he delay and resist for years amid the 
rains of spittle and scolding? 


If he wasn’t very sure, the lord emperor wouldn’t want to endure these hardships. 


For years he had been waiting for the happening of two things. But he had failed to see 
them happening. 


As I have studied, surely the tricks like altering the birth certificate to allow the third son to 
supersede the eldest son and take the throne wouldn’t work. There had to be a reason and 
convincing reason. Thus the answer had to be: declaring the son of the empress, instead of the 
eldest son. 


Only by declaring the empress’s son, would he be able to allow the son to supersede the 
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eldest son and also shut up the mouth of everyone. 
But the third son would always be the third son. How could he become the empress’s son? 


Actually it was possible, as long as there was one condition. Concubine Zheng became the 


empress. 


If Concubine Zheng could become the empress, then the empress’s son would naturally be 
the candidate for the throne and then it would be both natural and logical for the third son to 
succeed. 


But there could be only one empress. To make Concubine Zheng the empress, he had to 
wait. Once Empress Wang died or at the opportune time she was deposed, Concubine Zheng 
would then be able to succeed as the empress without problem. 


But unfortunately Empress Wang had been healthy. She was able to live to year forty eight 
of Ten Thousand Seasons (the year the emperor died). She almost lived longer than the 
emperor. She had also been kind to people and was loved by the empress dowager. There was 
no opportunity to remove her. 


The first thing was to wait for the change of empress. The second thing was to wait for the 


change of officials. 


That was even more farfetched. The emperor initially thought by firing some and 
banishing some, he would be able to find someone who cooperated with him. Then by being 
both tough and nice he would be able to get the issue resolved. But neither being tough nor 
being nice worked against the Ming officials. Those who lost jobs or banished were not afraid. 
On the contrary they were happy. We need to know, that those who were sent home for 
confronting the emperor felt very proud and their reputation rose precipitously. It was well 
worth it. 


The harsher was his response, the more people rushed forward. All they hoped was the 
lord emperor would be even tougher. He’d better be furious, which would bring more fame to 
them and achieve better effects. 


Then among his first secretaries, some of them were cooperative. But unfortunately they 
were all slyboots. They surely didn’t mind to help but they refused to go down the water with 
him. With strenuous effort he was able to pull down Wang Xi Jue and came close to titling 


three princes. But half of the way, the guy came to his senses and ran away. 


People like Wang Jia Ping would bring miseries to him as soon as he was reminded of them. 
For years there had been many replacements but the Court became more and more chaotic. 
The empress’s health became better and better. Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons was 
thoroughly frustrated and he began to reevaluate his situation. 
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I am convinced that during the process in which he made the decision, one incident played 
a key role. 


The exact date of the incident is unclear but it should be after year fourteen of Ten 
Thousand Seasons. 


One day, Empress Dowager Li was conversing with the emperor and the subject about the 
eldest son came up. The empress dowager asked: why aren’t you declaring him the crown 
prince? 

The emperor casually replied: he is the son of a palace maid. 

The empress dowager was furious: you are also the son of a palace maid! 


He deserved it. The emperor had been busy on many things but he somehow forgot his 
mother’s birth. He had to know that Grandmother Li back then was also a palace maid. She 
was selected by Emperor Grand Celebration purely because of her look. Then the emperor 
became the emperor. If the son of a palace maid wasn’t qualified to be an emperor, then 
should Brother Ten Thousand Seasons take the responsibility and resign? 


The emperor was awash with cold sweat. He knelt down and apologized to the old woman. 


Only after repeated apologies was he able to get over with it. 

This incident must have left a deep impression in his mind. 

He couldn’t count on the empress dowager. The old woman was against him. Officials 
wouldn’t budge. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say he was isolated. The emperor finally 


realized if he disregarded all the oppositions and forcefully declared his third son the crown 
prince, then even his own position could become precarious. 


Between his own throne and his son’s throne, all mature politicians would have made the 
same choice. 


The ultimate rule in deciding the direction of politics is one’s interests and the tradeoffs 
among those interests. 


That is the truth. 


Thus Shen Yi Guan became the man, who picked it up cheap, made the great 
accomplishment of declaring the crown prince. His fame shot through the sky and became the 
idol of the Court officials. 


But if you say he got it cheap and made no contributions, it won’t be fair. In fact he indeed 
did something extraordinary. 


On the next day the decree was issued, the emperor became remorseful. Perhaps he wasn’t 


ready to reconcile with the fact that for years he had been spit on the face, or perhaps 
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Concubine Zheng had done some pillow talks, he again found an excuse to postpone it. It 


seemed he wanted to retract. 
But court officials didn’t see the letter with excuse because Shen Yi Guan rejected it. 


The usually cunning guy finally showed he could be tough. He rejected the decree and 
added the following words: 


“T will never dare to obey your decree even if it means my death!” 

Shen Yi Guan’s stance deeply shocked the emperor. He now knew he had no room left for 
maneuver. 

In October of year twenty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons, His Majesty officially declared 
his eldest son Zhu Chang Luo the crown prince. The Succession Fight officially ended. 


Zhu Chang Luo, who had been repressed for years, finally was liberated. But his mother, 
Concubine of Reverence, seemed would never have the chance to see the light of day. 


Usually when the son had become the crown prince, the mother should at least be given 
the title of concubine empress. But the emperor never bothered to mention this matter and 
kept repressing it. Not until year thirty four when Zhu Chang Luo’s son was born, was she 


given the title of concubine empress. 


But this concubine empress was different from that concubine empress. Concubine Zheng 
had the status, ostentatiousness, and style. But Concubine Wang was not only treated with an 
inferior status, even when his son wanted to visit her, he had to get the emperor’s approval. 

But for decades, not until a day in year thirty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons, did she utter a 
few more words. 

She was gravely ill and would not live long. Zhu Chang Luo was given the permission to 
visit her. When the door opened, she once again saw her son. 

The chance encounter that happened twenty nine years ago gave her a storied life. She 
became a concubine from a palace maid. Then she became an empress dowager 


(posthumously after her death). 


But this chance encounter also destroyed her. Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons was a very 
irresponsible man. For decades he applied cold domestic violence on her. He showed neither 


love nor kindness. She was worse living than dead. 
But she was neither despondent nor regretful. 
She saw her son, the son who had grown up. 
To her, it didn’t matter if she would be remembered as an empress dowager by history or a 


nameless palace maid. What’s important to her was that as a mother, she was able to see her 
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son before her death. She saw after years of tribulation and drudgery, he had grown into 
adulthood. That was already enough. 


At the last moment of her life she pulled the edge of her son’s garment, smiled, and said: 
“How can I be resentful when I see my son has grown into a man like this?” 
Here I am using the original text because emotions cannot be translated. 


Not only that, actually when she spoke these words, she was crying. But I think at the 


moment she was happy. 


Palace Maid Wang’s life ended. Even after she was dead, the emperor was still as much a 
scoundrel as before. He refused to give her an imperial burial. Only after repeated request by 
the then First Secretary Ye Xiang Gao, did he confer a posthumous title on her. 


Although she didn’t lead a life that left stories that would be remembered by her posterity, 
she was apparently content. 


In this world, all loves are endowed for the purpose of uniting while only the motherly 
love is endowed for the purpose of separating. 


Zhu Chang Luo, who received his mother’s blessing, would have to continue to tread on. 
Before he became the ruler of the empire he had to undergo tests that were even more dreadful. 


A strike 


Zhu Chang Luo was a man who deserved pity. He was of low birth and never treated with 
respect. As the son of the emperor, he didn’t even have kindergarten education, not to mention 
prenatal education. Not until twelve was he schooled. He was basically half schooled. As the 
eldest son, he never had a stable position. He lived on a shaky ground and not until nineteen, 


was he officially declared the crown prince. 


When he was schooled, his teachers were not provided with meals. When he was declared 
the crown prince, the ceremony was a simple one. The word miserable wouldn’t be enough to 
describe the kind of state he was in. 


He was also an amiable man, who usually was reticent and didn’t make trouble. He was 
kind and loyal. He returned with kindness to whoever treated him well. For example, Mr. 
Dong Qi Chang, despite being considered as the greatest painter in Ming, was a man of 
depraved morality. He bullied men, raped women, and ravaged ordinary people. He was so 


bad that locals found him intolerable. But despite he was a man of such sort, he was 


° The Chinese phrase means clubbing or hitting by a club or stick. But the text below doesn’t seem to have anything to do 
with the title of this subsection. 
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summoned back to the palace and was treated lavishly, simply because he had taught the 
crown prince a few days. 


More preciously, to those who even treated him badly, he didn’t hold grudges against 
them. The most typical one was Concubine Zheng. This woman belonged to the class of old 
street wench. Not only was she troublesome, she also made troubles. She repeatedly frustrated 
him. But Zhu Chang Luo didn’t mind and actually often absolved her. 


Regardless how one looked at him, he was a genuinely kind man. 


But history has repeatedly shown in struggles for imperial power, the outcome of a kind 


man was a feckless man. 


Despite after a stormy course he finally became the crown prince, there were always men 
who wanted him dead. As long as the emperor wasn’t dead and he wasn’t sitting in the throne, 


the conspiracies behind the scenes would never die until he was completely destroyed. 


Reality is not a movie. Bad men always win and good men often lose. A kind man like Zhu 


Chang Luo was destined to lose. 
But this time it was an exception. 


Reality showed the crown prince declaration in year twenty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons 
was only the first step for him in a long march of ten thousand lis. Two years later, trouble 


came. 


It was a big trouble. So big that it caused upheavals in the country, the emperor was 
frightened, the crown prince was disturbed and even the slyboots Shen Yi Guan was ousted. 


But interestingly, the one who caused the trouble was neither Zhu Chang Luo nor 
Concubine Zheng. It was not even the emperor. In fact it’s still unclear to this day who was the 
dark hand behind the scenes. 


In November of year thirty one of Ten Thousand Seasons, an article began circulating 
among the people in and out of the government. Initially it was only circulating among a small 
group of people. Later it became a poster. It was affixed on the walls of residential 
neighborhoods and markets. People, literate or not, went in droves to read the poster. In just a 
few short days, everyone in the Court became aware of it. Even the crones who peddled 
groceries on the markets were aware of it. In an age without the Internet and mobile 
messaging, the speed at which it spread was just astonishing. 


It attracted so much attention because what was written in the article was just too 


sensational. 


The article was titled A Continuation of the Broad Scoped Discussion on Concerns and Crisis. But 
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in history, it had a spooky name, the Diabolic Letter. 


In this Diabolic Letter, there were neither commentaries nor descriptions; there was only a 
conversation between two men. One asked and the other answered. The one who asked was 
anonymous but the one who answered had a name Zheng Fu Cheng. The name was also the 
only main character in the article. 


At the beginning of the article, the two men were discussing the current affairs. One said 
the country was now at peace. Zheng Fu Cheng immediately refuted by saying the current 
situation was urgent. Despite the emperor declared the crown prince, it was under Shen Yi 
Guan’s pressure and was not his will. Pretty soon he would change to make the Prince of 
Fortune the crown prince. 


Back then, this had to be considered an anti-revolutionary flyer. Not only that, there were 
some technologies in the name Zheng Fu Cheng. Concubine Zheng, the Prince of Fortune’, and 


Success’ were combined into a name. It was terse and precise. 


It was called the Diabolic Letter because it wouldn't be fitting if it referred only the emperor, 
the crown prince. Two lords of the Cabinet were also implicated. 


There were three men in the Cabinet. Shen Yi Guan was the first secretary. The other two 
were Shen Li and Zhu Geng. The author of the Diabolic Letter was rather creative. He chose 
Shen Yi Guan and Zhu Geng and invited them to appear as guests. Their lines are as follow: 

Question: how do you know the emperor is going to replace (the crown prince) with the 
Prince of Fortune? 

Zheng Fu Cheng answers: you'll see it by the man he is using, Zhu Geng. There are many 
men in the Court and why is he using Zhu Geng? That’s because his surname is Zhu and his 
given name is Geng. Geng means change®. His real purpose is to someday make a change (a 
rather admirable interpretation). 


That was making fun of Zhu Geng. This one was on Comrade Shen Yi Guan: 
Question: can’t Shen Yi Guan weigh in? 


Zheng Fu Cheng answers: Shen Yi Guan has always been an intriguing and cunning man. 
He always enjoys his gains alone and never shared other people’s misfortunes. He is not going 
to make a stance. 


Even at this stage, the author still wouldn’t stop. He would write the Diabolic Letter to the 
end. He also listed a few other senior officials of the Court, saying that they were all 


° In Chinese, the word fortune is spelled as Fu. 
’ The Chinese word Cheng, in this context. 
* This is using the sound, not the actual meaning of the Chinese word Geng, which actually means continuation. 
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accomplices in trying to make the change and they were the sources of unrests. 
Even more ludicrously, at the end of the Diabolic Letter, the author even had his name listed! 


The authors signed their names as Palace Emissary Xiang Ying Xiang of the Ministry of 


Personnel and Censor Qiao Ying Jia of the Province of Sichuan. 


That was sufficient indication the authors of the letter were not well meaning citizens, 
who'd like to make fun of others even at the end of the letter. Even more precious was they 
were well aware of the copyright issues. Under the names of the two people whom they 
scapegoated they noted Xiang Ying Xiang as the original author and Qiao Ying Jia as the editor. 


As soon as this thing appeared, everyone was dumbfounded. Shen Yi Guan immediately 
wrote to express his outrage, demanded to find out the behind-the-scenes culprit and confront 
him face to face, and asked for permission to resign as a protest and exoneration of himself. 


The other senior officials mentioned in the letter also wrote to distance themselves from the 


matter and requested permission to resign. 


The most unfortunate man was Zhu Geng. Perhaps someone wanted to play a prank on 
him, a copy of the letter was placed at the outside of the door of his home. Mr. Zhu was a kind 
man. He was so frightened that he immediately submitted the letter and his own memorial to 
the emperor. With tears streaming down his face, he lamented. He said, I am almost seventy, 
it’s already an exceptional honor for me for having enjoyed such confidence; I have had no 
other desire; but now I am maligned; I ask Your Majesty to allow me to retire. 


The Court was in a bedlam and the crown prince was also frightened. He had managed to 
live in peace for only two years and now this thing happened. If something went wrong, he 


could be deposed. He was restive, nervous, and terrified. 


We must admit Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons seemed to know how to ride out a storm. 
Although he was angry, he wasn’t nervous. First he went to see the crown prince and told him, 
I know you have nothing to do with this matter, stay at home and work on your study, don’t 
go out. 

Then he issued a proclamation to pacify the officials. He said he trusted them. He didn’t 


allow them to resign and no one would be asked to leave. 


Having calmed the nerves, it was time for solving the case. The number one case in the 
world of course wouldn’t belong to the regular bailiffs, the entire East Yard and Guards in 
Brocade were put into this case. A special team of investigators was formed. They investigated 


for days and nights non-stop and searched every nook and cranny. 


The emperor initially thought after these measures, the situation would be under control. 


But the storm seemed to become more violent. 
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The first to buckle was the crown prince. The fellow was a timid man. Now he couldn’t 
take it anymore. He cowered at home and went nowhere lest something would happen to him. 
It was not easy for Concubine Zheng either. After all, she was the target of the letter and was 
the enemy of the public. She was under tremendous pressure. Tears washed her face every day. 


She would no longer be in any public activities. 


The Cabinet also became muted. Shen Yi Guan and Zhu Geng were so terrified that they 
refused to go to work and chose to stay at home. Routine work thus had to be handled by Shen 
Li, who often worked until he was exhausted. Officials were also frightened because everyone 
knew it wouldn’t matter much if they fought for a position or benefits but this fray was not 
something that they wanted to be part of. Despite the lord emperor had pacified everyone and 
asked everyone to stay, that could be a loosened line for catching a bigger fish. Then when the 
time was right, everyone would be scooped up. 

From top to bottom, everyone was nervous. Many thought under the surface there was 
some serious politics. 

It was so indeed. 

This was a famous political mystery in Ming history. Even today, it still remains unsolved. 
But amid some vague clues some truths can be found. 

What can be certain is that Concubine Zheng had nothing to do with it. Despite she was a 
foolish woman and wanted to make some trouble, she didn’t have to torture herself by 
creating such a big move that pushed her to the pinnacle of the storm. The crown prince also 


wouldn’t have done that. He had such a personality that he would have been greatly grateful 
if he wasn’t bothered by anyone. 


If the perpetrator was neither Concubine Zheng nor the crown prince, then it can be certain 
that the perpetrator was the one that benefited from it. 


In the Court at the time, there could only be two kinds of people who would benefit. One 
was those who would benefit in spirit, which mostly included those who despised Concubine 
Zheng’s suppression of ordinary people, those remained reticent when injustice took place in 
front of them, and those who chose to work behind the scenes. They wrote just to vent their 


anger. 
This category included too many people of wide ranges. There is no way to find them. 


The second kind included those who would reap the real benefits. Based on the current 
situation of the Court, there weren’t many suspects, actually there were only two. 


One of the two was Shen Yi Guan and the other one was Shen Li. 


Although the two fellows shared the same family name, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to 


97 


The Rise of East Wood 


say they were archenemies. 


In year twenty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons when Shen Yi Guan just became the first 
secretary, he felt the Cabinet was short of hands, and he decided to pick two runners. One of 
them was Zhu Geng and the other was Shen Li. 


Zhu Geng was an obliging man and happily accepted the job. But Shen Li didn’t buy it, 
declined the offer for a number of times, and refused to join. Shen Yi Guan thought he valued 


more of his own integrity and didn’t think much of the matter afterward. 


But two years later, the fellow joined the Cabinet anyway. Now Comrade Shen Yi Guan 
realized it was not that Shen Li didn’t want to join the Cabinet, rather it was he wanted to join 
on his own terms. The man of the same last name had the seniority, was highly recognized, 
and had taught and maintained a good relationship with the emperor, so he really never took 


him seriously. 


Disdainfulness meant being uncooperative. Shen Li was also not a man easy to deal with. 


The two men were usually antagonists. 


Now there was the Diabolic Letter incident and among the three men in the Cabinet, only 


Shen Yi Guan and Zhu Geng were implicated. There is no question Shen Li was a suspect. 
That is my view and it was also Shen Yi Guan’s view. 


The slyboots hunkered down at home for several days. Once he got his nerves calmed, he 


suddenly found a perfect opportunity. 


He returned to work and as the first secretary of the Cabinet, personally directed the East 
Yard’s and the Guards in Brocade’s investigation. He also did away with his usual submissive 
demeanor. He arrested Guo Zheng Yu, a Shen Li’s confidant and the deputy minister of rites, 
and all of his townsmen, friends, subordinates, and servants. 

Behind the unusual move, there was an unusual calculation: 

If it was done by Shen Li, then it would be retaliation and constituted as retribution. If it 
was not done by Shen Li, then it was still retaliation and constituted as aspersion. 

Guided by this glorious thought, the fight became more and more intense. Shen Li’s men 
were purged and he also didn’t escape unscathed. Guards in Brocade sent several hundred 
men to his home. They neither entered the home nor made trouble. But they just lingered there. 
Shen Li couldn’t even get out of his door and was mortified. 

But if Mr. Shen didn’t have something in his hands, he wouldn’t have dared to challenge 
his boss. Thus first Zhu Chang Luo came out to help him by crying out injustice. Then the 
head of the East Yard was warned not to act haphazardly. Eventually even the emperor 
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interfered by directly ordering that Shen Li would not be harassed. 


Shen Yi Guan hit a wall and now realized his nemesis had a strong backing and a head-on 
fight wouldn’t work. He then changed his tactics by imposing a deadline for Guards in 
Brocade to solve the case. If I can’t capture the perpetrator, then I sure can get you. 


But solving the case was easier said than done. The letter strewed streets and there were 
numerous copiers. God knew which copy was the original source. The case took place on 
October 10% and by 20", there still was no progress. 


Chen Ju, the head eunuch of East Yard, and Wang Zhi Zhen, the commander of Guards in 
Brocade, were furiously anxious. If they failed to solve the case, it meant the end of their career. 


On the 21°, the case was solved. 


The case of the Diabolic Letter was indeed very diabolical. The incident happened 
mysteriously and was also solved mysteriously. On the 21*, initially Guards in Brocade 
received an anonymous letter and then people also reported. Guards in Brocade moved and 
arrested the so-called real perpetrator, Jiao Sheng Guang. 


Who was Jiao Sheng Guang? 
The answer, nobody. 


The fellow was neither Shen Li’s man nor Shen Yi Guan’s man. He was not even a 


government official. He was just an outstanding talent from the Prefecture of Shuntian. 


But the arrest of the perpetrator didn’t arouse any euphoria among the people. On the 
contrary, it caused brouhaha in the Court when he was arrested. Everyone said the Guards in 
Brocade and the East Yard were too sinister by arresting such a man as a scapegoat. 


The speculation had a sound basis because that Diabolic Letter was not something that could 


have been written by an outstanding talent. 


In that era, people were not enthusiastic about politics. They were content if they managed 
to get themselves fed. No one cared who would be the crown prince. Not only that, the 
relationship between Shen Yi Guan and Zhu Geng and details about the emperor’s reluctance 
in declaring the eldest son the crown prince were probably not known even to local officials. 


How could a little outstanding talent know these things? 
But further investigation revealed that the fellow’s past was not that simple. 


Actually Mr. Jiao Sheng Guang was not only an outstanding talent, he also worked as a 
fraudster. He took advantage of people’s illiteracy by helping people to write. When he wrote, 
he always mixed in some forbidden words and phrases. He used either forbidden words or 
made up political rumors. Once his writing was used, he then went to the user and demanded 
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money. If you don’t pay me, I’m going to report to the government, etc., etc. 


Later after he committed too many offenses, his title of outstanding talent was revoked. He 


was sent to Datong and demoted to a commoner. Just recently he sneaked back into Beijing. 


But even those misdeeds didn’t mean much. In the end, he was just a regular rascal. He 
was determined as the key suspect because he once blackmailed a man named Zheng Guo Tai. 


Zheng Guo Tai was Concubine Zheng’s younger brother. 
How did a poor outstanding talent manage to blackmail a member of the royal family? 


According to written records of Guards in Brocade, this was how it happened. Someone 
wanted to send a gift to Zheng Guo Tai and had to hire someone to write something. It just 
happened that the man didn’t know Jiao Sheng Guang’s history and hired him. Of course 
Outstanding Talent Jiao didn’t decline. He fully utilized his unique skill and smuggled many 
of his own stuff in the article. After couple of rounds, the article was delivered. 


Usually for someone with Zheng Guo Tai’s background, average rascals wouldn’t dare to 
mess with him. But Mr. Jiao Sheng Guang was not an average rascal. He was so bold that he 
dared to come to the door and demanded money from Lord Zheng. There were different 
versions about how the matter ended. Some said Zheng Guo Tai gave Jiao Sheng Guang a 
good beating and kicked him out of the door. Some said Zheng Guo Tai was too timorous and 
ended the matter by giving him the money. 


But regardless of the outcome, Outstanding Talent Jiao had something to do with the 
matter. With such an explanation, the matter became easier to handle. Investigation then 
began. First there was a search. His house was ransacked but the Diabolic Letter was not found 
and only some drafts and notes were found. According to handwriting analysis, those writings 
were similar to that of the initial version of the Diabolic Letter (note, it was ‘similar’). 


Then it was about visiting the neighborhood. Outstanding Talent Jiao’s behavior didn’t win 
him good words. Additional help came from the fellow’s previous records and imprisonment, 
thus Guards in Brocade reached the final verdict: guilty. 


Although the case was solved, the matter didn’t end. Because Ming had a strict legal 
system, a prisoner could not be executed without a trial. Even when one was sentenced to 
death, the sentence had to be personally reviewed by the emperor. Only after that, could the 
man be dragged out and his head chopped off. 


The emperor, giving the seriousness of the case, ordered to send the case for a joint trial by 


a tribunal of the three judiciaries. 


As we have mentioned previously, Ming’s tribunal of the three judiciaries included the 


Office of Crime and Prosecution, the Censorial Council, and the Ministry of Justice. They were 
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equivalent in function to present day’s agencies such as the Ministry of Justice, Ministry of 


Supervision, Supreme People’s Procuratorate, and Supreme People’s Court. 


A joint trial by the tribunal of the three judiciaries was a trial of the highest level in Ming. It 
was also the fairest trial, not because the men from the three agencies were more virtuous, but 
because too many people were involved so it was hard to fix up everyone. For example, back 
then despite Yan Shi Fan had a wide network and strong backings with men in the Censorial 
Council and the Office of Crime and Prosecution, it just happened that the heads of the 
Ministry of Justice were Xu Jie’s men, in the end he still couldn’t evade the prosecution. 


Relatively speaking, for a man like Outstanding Talent Jiao, who had neither money nor 
power, he already fared really well by managing to earn a trial by the tribunal of the three 


judiciaries. It was just a matter of time before the case would be closed. 
But this case was not as simple as imagined. 


Once arriving at the tribunal of three judiciaries, Outstanding Talent Jiao turned to denying. 
Despite he had admitted earlier that his hatred of Zheng Guo Tai was the reason for him to 
write the Diabolic Letter as a reprisal, but that was the confession given when he was 
interrogated by Guards in Brocade. There were no nice guys in Guards in Brocade and they 
were not interested in verbal criticisms or guidance or persuasion by stating policies. There 
was only more beating on top of beating. Everyone knew how they obtained the confession. 
Now he came to the tribunal of the three judiciaries. He saw civilized people and no beating, 


and he naturally did a reverse. 
More troublesome was neither Shen Yi Guan nor Zhu Geng believed in the confession. 


The two apparently had suffered much from the matter. They didn’t want to let it go easily 
and wanted to find an opportunity to make Shen Li suffer. They wrote to the emperor. They 
said the evidence was of no substance and superficial and shouldn’t be taken at face value. It 
seemed they wouldn’t stop until something was found. 

Thus before the trial began, they met Xiao Da Heng in order to plant a subterfuge. 

Xiao Da Heng was at the time minister of justice and was Shen Yi Guan’s confidant. Once 
he received the instruction he immediately understood what he had to do. During the trial, he 
induced Outstanding Talent Jiao to make a confession about the mastermind behind the scenes. 

But Outstanding Talent Jiao’s loyalty didn’t fail him. Despite repeated questioning, he gave 
the same answer: 

“No one directed me!” 

There was nothing more Xiao Da Heng could do. After all, it was a joint trial by the 


tribunal of the three judiciaries and it wouldn’t be good if his motive became too explicit. He 
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stuffed a note to the sleeve pocket of Wang Shu Gu, a manager of the Ministry of Justice, who 
was the man in charge of the actual trial and his subordinate. Essentially he said in his note to 
try to guide the matter toward implicating Guo Zheng Yu and Shen Li. 


But he was surprised when Wang Shu Gu loudly questioned his boss upon receiving the 
note: 

“Should the details come not out of the mouth instead out of my pocket?” 

Xiao Da Heng was so embarrassed that he didn’t dare to be involved in the case anymore. 


Shen Li’s side didn’t remain idle either. He knew Shen Yi Guan was going to bring trouble 
to him and he was ready. If you have the Ministry of Justice’s help, then I have the Censorial 
Council to support me. Under his order, censors acted. They went out everywhere and tried to 
suppress the fire and cool it down. They wanted to have the matter resolved through a cold 


process. 


One of the censors got so emotional that he, in front of everyone, made a loud and open 
appeal to Outstanding Talent Jiao: 

“Don’t try to implicate many, why don’t you just admit it.” 

When the trial had to be conducted like that, everyone knew it had become ridiculous. 
They wanted to close the case but they couldn’t. But if they failed to close the case, they 
couldn’t offer an explanation. The emperor, the crown prince, the concubine, the Cabinet, none 
of them could be offended. If some day Outstanding Talent Jiao’s mind took a wrong turn and 
implicated the bosses who conducted the trial, then they would have run out of tears even if 
they cried. 


The men of the tribunal of the three judiciaries became very apprehensive but they could 


do nothing. Some unsympathetic men began to make fun of the matter. 


For example, one day at the trial, one censor, with a mysterious air, suddenly told his 


colleagues he was certain it was all done by Outstanding Talent Jiao. 


Everyone was excited and thought he had inside information and pressed him for more 
details. 


The censor answered: 
“Thad a dream last night, in which Avalokitesvara told me he was the one that did it.” 
There ensued a big guffaw. 


They had to let the matter run at its own course. The trial dragged on. Trials were held and 
adjourned and then reopened and re-adjourned. The cycle repeated. Finally a day came when 
the matter was resolved. 
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Jiao Sheng Guang also couldn’t take it anymore. He was interrogated every day and 
tortured every day. The daily torment was worse than being dead. Thus he confessed: 


“T did it. You can close the case.” 

Serenity returned to the world. 

In April of year thirty two of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1604), Jiao Sheng Guang was 
escorted to the execution ground and executed by slicing. 

That brought forth the end of the case of the Diabolic Letter. Although it turned the world 
upside down and there were so many questions remaining, one thing was certain, Jiao Sheng 
Guang was dealt with great injustice. 

Aside from everything else, by Outstanding Talent Jiao’s knowledge, he couldn’t even 
remember the names of the officials listed in the letter, not to mention knowing them. Finding 
such a man as the scapegoat was both sinister and vicious. 

Who wrote the letter and for what purpose? No one knew and it seemed no one was 
interested in finding out. 

Sometimes the truth was actually not that important. 

The case was closed but the raging struggle began again. Shen Yi Guan, having been so 
harrowed by the case, was so furious that he concentrated all of his energy in trying to finish 
Shen Li. He set up traps, he wrote reports, and he censured. But Comrade Shen Li was very 
strong and remained unshaken despite the attacks. Shen Yi Guan, on the other hand, managed 


to become a new target of the censors, thanks to his overreaction and prominence. More and 
more attacked him and somehow attacking him even became fashionable. 


Shen Yi Guan, seeing the tide had turned against him, had to go home and hoped to ride 
out the storm. But the storm blew stronger and stronger. In three years, the memorials 


impeaching him piled as high as a man. He could no longer resist. 


In year thirty four of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1606), Shen Yi Guan submitted his 


resignation and it was approved. 


Interestingly, before the fellow departed, he made a request: if I go, Shen Li has to go as 


well. 
It’s not easy for hatred toward someone to grow to such a magnitude. 
Even more interestingly, the emperor agreed. 


It was an unusual move because Shen Li was a very capable man and also his confidant. 
On the other hand, although Shen Yi Guan was a cunning man, he was competent at work. 


Usually all court business was handled by these two men. There was only one motive that the 
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emperor allowed both of them to go, he was fed up. 


Ever since he took the throne, the emperor had lived very few trouble free days. Initially he 
was suppressed by Zhang Ju Zheng and he didn’t even dare to exhale a heavy breath. When 
Zhang Ju Zheng died, censors were liberated and quarrelers came to make trouble every day. 
When he had sons, they argued about the succession. He, as imperious as an emperor, had to 


submit. 


Now he had a crown prince but some people still didn’t want to let up and followed by 
creating the incident of the Diabolic Letter and attempted to gain advantage in the ensuing 
melee. The two men under him also used the occasion to fight each other. Once a while, they 


threatened with resignation. Everyone is just too obnoxious. 
If so, you should all go away as far as you can. Give me some peace! 
With both Shen Yi Guan and Shen Li gone, only Zhu Geng remained in the Cabinet. 
This year Zhu Geng was seventy two. 


Zhu Geng was in a pitiable situation. He was not only old but also meek. He was so meek 
that just three days after he took the job, some censor attacked him. The lord first secretary 
wasn’t bothered; he just ignored all the attacks. 


But what made it unbearable to him was that while he ignored the officials, the emperor 


ignored him. 


Short of hands, the septuagenarian had to rise early and work late into the night. He simply 
couldn’t sustain it. Zhu Geng repeatedly wrote the emperor and requested a few more men to 
join the Cabinet. 


But more than a dozen of his requests went like stones sinking to the bottom of the sea. In 
the end, Lord Zhu had had enough. The poor old septuagenarian had to personally go to the 
Gate of Virtue and Youth to ask for an audience with the emperor. He waited for a long time 


and then was turned away. 


Previously, even if an emperor didn’t attend court sessions, he still had to meet officials, 
especially the few cabinet members, so as to have the Court under control. For example, 
Emperor Civility and Tranquility didn’t attend court sessions for decades, but in his spare time 
he chatted with Yan Song and Xu Jie. Later they even became neighbors by moving to the 
West Garden. 


But Ten Thousand Seasons was different. It seemed he wanted to quit. To him, it didn’t 
matter if the Cabinet had only one man and it even didn’t matter if it had no man. Although 
First Secretary Zhu is over seventy, isn’t he still alive? Use him if he is still useful. When he is 
worked to death, then I’ll deal with it. If there’s nothing to say, don’t bother me. We don’t need 
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to worry about just a few days. There will be men and we'll meet, just wait. 


So just like that, Old Man Zhu worked and waited. He labored alone and waited for a 


whole year. He neither got assistants from nor met the emperor. 


In this year, Old Man Zhu suffered badly. He wrote about state affairs and the emperor 
ignored him. He wrote to request resignation and the emperor ignored him. By year thirty four 
of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1607), Zhu Geng couldn’t put up with it any longer. He wrote 
and said he was ill. Then he simply left. 


The emperor still ignored him. 

The last man had left. 

No one was in the Cabinet and no one was the first secretary. Through the emperor’s 
extraneous effort, the government had finally reached the apogee in the folklore: In thousands 
of mountains fly no birds; In thousands of roads walk no men. 

Ever since the founding of Ming, only in Zhu Yuan Zhang’s era there had been neither the 
prime minister nor the Cabinet. Years after, Comrade Ten Thousand Season had finally 
restored the past glory. 


Facing the unprecedented situation, the emperor remained calm. No men working, no 
problem, life goes on. 

But pretty soon, he discovered life couldn’t go on. 

The Cabinet was the key communication conduit between the officials and the emperor. 
The Cabinet also had the power of draft opinion. All important state matters were handled by 


it with its draft opinions, which were then handed over to the emperor for review and 
approval. Even if the emperor quit work, the country could still manage to keep going. 


Zhu Yuan Zhang didn’t have to use a prime minister or cabinet because he was a 
workaholic and capable of doing everything. But Mr. Ten Thousand Seasons didn’t even want 
to read documents. You’d be daydreaming if you want him to do a first secretary’s job. 


The government was paralyzed. If it continued that way, bankruptcy would be imminent. 
The emperor also became worried. He ordered the officials to recommend a cabinet. 


After a few twists and turns, Yu Shen Xing, Ye Xiang Gao, and Li Ting Ji successfully 
formed a cabinet. The team once again was put in place. 


But the Cabinet had no first secretary. The emperor specifically reserved the position to a 


familiar man. 


This man was Wang Xi Jue. Despite he had retired, looking back, the past was still filled 


with ups and downs. Their comradery formed in their revolutionary years when they shared 
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the blames left a deep impression in the mind of the emperor. He sent a special envoy to ask 
Wang Xi Jue to come out of retirement. He also had a question for him. 


Wang Xi Jue refused to come out. 


He had been had once by others before and he was already seventy four, Wang Xi Jue 
refused the emperor’s invitation to get his hands dirty. But they were after all old friends in 


arms for years and he also had taught him, thus he answered the emperor’s question. 

The emperor’s question was how to deal with the sharp tongued censors. 

Wang Xi Jue’s answer: ignore their memorials, treat them like bird chirps! 

I think it was an earnest advice. 

In addition, on the current government, he also gave many opinions and a lot of advice for 
the emperor to consider. 

Then he wrote down all these in a secret memorial and had someone delivered it to the 
emperor. 

This was an ultra-secret letter. If its contents were exposed, the consequence would be hard 


to predict. 


Wang Xi Jue was very careful. He didn’t dare to use the post office. He sent his own 
servant as the courier and repeatedly enjoined him to ensure the letter would be personally 
delivered to the emperor and no one else would be allowed to have it. He had learned from 
the experience when Shen Shi Xing’s secret memorial was exposed. 

He could have never imagined that this time his ending would be even worse than Shen 
Shi Xing’s. 

The Comrade Courier was a man dedicated to his mission. Once he received the letter, he 
immediately departed. He travelled day and night. It had been an uneventful trip, until he met 
a man. 

He had reached Huaian and wanted to take a break. Then he heard there was a man also 
here. He went to see this man. 

The man’s name was Li San Cai. 

Li San Cai’s courtesy name was Dao Fu. He was a native of Lintong of Shaanxi. He was 
now the right assistant censor general and the imperial inspector of Fengyang. 

This name is not known by ten out of ten people if you ask the people on the street. But 


back then, he was known throughout the world. 


On the history of this man, it’s enough to just mention one thing: 
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Twenty years later, when Wei Zhong Xian took power, he assembled a list of the members 
of East Wood by ranking his enemies as if he was ranking the one hundred eight heroes in the 
Tale of the Marshes. He ordered them by their strength and the man placed at the top was Li San 
Cai as the Tower Holding King’. 


In summary, he was a formidable man. 


Huaian was in his jurisdiction and the courier had known him previously. When he was in 
Lord Li’s territory, he wanted to pay his old friend a visit. 


The two men had not seen each other for a long time. As they bantered, naturally they 
dined together. As they dined, they naturally had to drink. As they drank, they naturally got 
drunk. 


The courier was in a good mood. He rejoiced the chat and he took a few more drinks and 
then he got drunk. 

Li San Cai didn’t get drunk. In fact he was very sober because his eyes had been on the 
brief case carried by the courier and it was always on his side. 

After he put the courier to bed, he opened the brief case. He knew there must be a secret 


letter in it. 


When he read the letter, Li San Cai was shocked. But unlike Luo Da Hong, who previously 
leaked Shen Shi Xing’s secret memorial, he didn’t want to make the letter public. He had a 
more sophisticated political motivation. 


With the letter in his hands, Li San Cai deliberated. Finally he made a decision to alter the 
letter. 


In his mind, altering the letter would serve him better for his purpose. 


It meant actually writing a new one and then replacing it in the briefcase. The courier 
would deliver it and no one would know it. 


But upon taking a closer look, he exclaimed a sigh of appreciation. Wang Xi Jue was a real 
slyboots. 


In ancient times, there were no encoded telegraphs. When people exchanged secret 
missives, usually there were secret codes that had been known to both sides. They either wrote 
a few extra words or left some marks in order to avoid being altered. 


The letter held in Li San Cai’s hands was a letter that couldn’t be altered. It was not because 


° The Tower Holding King is a fictional character in the novel Journey to the West. He was one of the most powerful gods in 
the World of Heaven. He held a tower in his hand and when he released the tower and let it descend to the earth, it would be 
able to envelope as many people as he wished to inside the tower. 
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there were secret codes in the letter. Rather he discovered the author of the letter was Wang 
Shi Min. 

Wang Shi Min was Wang Xi Jue’s grandson. Li San Cai was certain the letter had been 
written by him because Wang Shi Min had another identity, a famous calligrapher. 


There was nothing he could do. The man would leave tomorrow. Wang Shi Min’s 
calligraphy was known to the world. By his writing skill, he couldn’t even manage to learn. In 
just a short night, there was no way to practice. 


Feeling helpless, he had to resort to the next alternative. He copied the entire letter and 
then put the letter back. 


The next day, the courier departed. He was anxious to deliver the secret letter to Comrade 
Ten Thousand Seasons. 


When the emperor received this letter, he never could have thought that prior to him, 
many already knew the contents of the letter. One of among the many was Gu Xian Cheng, a 
private citizen who lived in the far away Wuxi. 


The story is full of mysteries. Generally there are these questions: 


Given that the courier knew he was on an important mission, why did he dare to pay a 
visit to Li San Cai? Then how did Li San Cai know he carried a secret letter and then later 
attempted to alter the letter? 


I can answer these questions. 
The courier paid a visit to Li San Cai because Lord Li’s quondam teacher was Wang Xi Jue. 


Not only that, Wang Xi Jue had also told others that his most favorite student was Li San 
Cai. The two had an excellent relationship. Thus when the courier arrived in Huaian, he went 
to dine with Lord Li. 


As the imperial inspector of Fengyang, Li San Cai was considered a senior local official. He 
was also a senior official in the Censorial Council. He was keenly interested in the political 
movements in the central government. He knew clearly why the emperor wanted to see Wang 
Xi Jue and what he wanted Wang Xi Jue to do. The only thing he didn’t know was Wang Xi 
Jue’s reply. 

Then here comes the most critical question. Given that Li San Cai was Wang Xi Jue’s 


student and was also his confidant, why did Comrade Li San Cai deliver a fatal stab on him in 
the back? 


In Li San Cai’s mind, there was one man more important than Wang Xi Jue. For this man, 


he would be willing to betray his teacher. 
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In year two of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1574), Li San Cai passed the exam and became a 
distinguished scholar. After the initial training, he was assigned to the Ministry of Revenue 
and Population and became a manager. A few years later, another man also became a 
distinguished scholar and also came to the Ministry of Revenue and Population as a manager. 


This man was Gu Xian Cheng. 


There is no record about what happened between them and I also don’t know. But I am 
surprised to discover when both Gu Xian Cheng and Li San Cai worked at the Ministry of 
Revenue and Population as managers, their boss was Zhao Nan Xing. 


We can imagine the scene when these men later dominated the Court, we have reasons to 
believe that in those days, what they discussed was not limited just to virtues and moralities 
and conducts among gentlemen. There had to be some intrigues that were only plotted out in 
dark rooms. 


Although Li San Cai was an East Wood man, his morality was obviously just average. He 
betrayed Teacher Wang for only a single purpose, his own interest. 


If we do a detailed analysis we can find out Li San Cai’s true motive for trying to alter the 
letter. 


The current political situation seemed to be clear but actually it was quite complicated. 


There were a lot of dangers and pitfalls for the new cabinet of three. 


Li Ting Ji was someone easy to deal with. The man had a weak personality and was 
basically an appeaser. He offended no one and socialized with no one. He was basically a man 
that could be ignored. 


Yu Shen Xing was different. He had been recommended by Zhu Geng and should be 
considered as Zhu Geng’s man. But Zhu Geng was Shen Yi Guan’s man and Shen Yi Guan was 
the same sort of man as Wang Xi Jue. In the eyes of the East Wood men, Zhu Geng was not 


their man. 


Ye Xiang Gao, the other man, was a man of significance. In the ensuing series of important 
events, he played a critical role. Although the man was not an East Wood man, he had an 


intricate relationship with them. He would be considered a qualified spy. 


With such an explanation, you should be able to see that among the three in the Cabinet, 
one was a whipping boy and the other two were antagonists. When an issue came up there 
naturally was a deadlock. 


A deadlock was nonetheless tolerable. But if Wang Xi Jue came and united with Yu Shen 
Xing in the fights, it would mean the end of East Wood. 


Although Wang Xi Jue was in the higher echelon of the strata and publicly indicated he 
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would not go, but still, the comrades in East Wood apparently weren’t convinced. The best 
way to find out was to open the letter. 


Although in that letter Li San Cai didn’t see Wang’s assurance he would come out again, he 
nonetheless saw the unequivocal support. To prevent future troubles, he decided to alter the 
letter. 


But his handwriting was so horrible that he couldn’t do the alteration. Yet he was not going 
to just give up. To completely eliminate Wang Xi Jue’s threat, he copied and leaked the secret 
missive and he purposefully leaked it to the censors. 


In his letter, Wang Xi Jue referred the voices of the censors as birds’ crowing. Censors were 


of course crows. When crows made trouble, they always exerted all of their energies. 


Naturally, as a result, there was a public outcry. Censors took up their brushes and 
summoned every bit of their energy in their body to castigate Wang Xi Jue. Their words were 
full of anger. From the example below you can see how angry they were. 


I had once perused a censor’s memorial. I didn’t have to read its content. Just the name 
itself was enough to raise my spirit and clear my mind: A Memorandum on the Biggest Disguised 
Soulless Selfish Evil Villain. 


Under such tremendous pressure, Wang Xi Jue had to resort to hunkering down at home. 
From now on he would stay away from the court affairs. Later the emperor for quite a few 
times sent men to ask him to come out and he refused to meet them. He even didn’t write 


replies. It seemed he was truly frightened. 
Events moved forward along Gu Xian Cheng’s tracks. 


With Wang Xi Jue out, the Court ran out of candidates for the first secretary. Li Ting Ji 
became the first secretary. The fellow didn’t betray his reputation, soon after he took the job, 
he took a leave and went home, thanks to repeated assaults. No one could get him back. 
Essentially he had gone on a strike. 


Yu Shen Xing, the queer one, also failed to meet the expectation. Just one year after he took 
the job he died. Ye Xiang Gao became the first secretary and he was also the only member of 
the Cabinet. 


His opponent had been eliminated and that was the best outcome. 


It must be pointed out that the alleged collusion between Li San Cai and Gu Xian Cheng is 
not just a speculation. In reviewing history records, I have found an essay written by Gu Xian 
Cheng. 


In the essay, there are these words: 


110 


Book of Zhu Yi Jun 


Marionettes are Lanxi and Siming, babies are Shanyin and Xinjian. It’s all about Loujiang’s 


emergence. 


Everyone knows that Fuqing can sit in his seat undisturbed, thanks to Loujiang’s failure to 
come out...the secret missive was from the Water Transportation Authority. Doesn’t he 
deserve the most credit for the accomplishment? 


As soon as I read it, a chill went through my spine. 


These two sentences were earth shuddering. But it’s not easy to understand. To understand 
these words, we have to decipher some codes. 


In the first sentence, there’s no need to translate marionette and baby. The five key words 
are Xinjian, Lanxi, Siming, Shanyin, and Loujiang. 
The five words are five names of places. In this context they meant five people. 


Xinjian meant Zhang Wei (who was from Xinjian). Lanxi meant Zhao Zhi Gao (from Lanxi). 
Siming meant Shen Yi Guan (from Siming). Shanyin meant Zhu Geng (from Shanyin). 


The first half of the sentence says, Zhao Zhi Gao and Shen Yi Guan are just marionettes and 
Zhang Wei and Zhu Geng are nothing but babies. 


In the second half of the sentence, Loujiang meant Wang Xi Jue (from Loujiang). 
By connecting them, we now arrive at the true meaning of the sentence: 


Zhao Zhi Gao, Shen Yi Guan, Zhang Wei, and Zhu Geng are all not important. The most 
important is to prevent the reemergence of Wang Xi Jue! 


Gu Xian Cheng at the time was just a private citizen of Wuxi County in the Province of 
South Zhili. Among the four men, Zhao, Zhang, Shen, and Zhu, except Zhang Wei, all other 
three men had been the first secretary. A first secretary was the prime minister, who was 


under one and above millions! 


But the private citizen in Wuxi, in his essay, addressed the men who once dominated the 


world as marionettes and babies. 


From his words and tone, we can see he was not simply releasing steam. Rather he was 


confident. It seemed in his eyes, except Wang Xi Jue, all these bigshots were nothing. 


An ordinary commoner could feel so bombastic. It was truly unprecedented and not 


repeated in history. 


The secret in the second sentence is in the two key words: Fuqing and Water Transport 
Authority. 


Fuqing meant Ye Xiang Gao. The Water Transport Authority was a reference to Li San Cai. 
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Ye Xiang Gao was a native of Fuqing of Fujian. Li San Cai had been the Governor of Canal 
Transport. Once we know the meaning of these two phrases, we can understand its meaning: 


“Everyone knows Ye Xiang Gao is able to be at ease as the first secretary because Wang Xi 
Jue didn’t come out...This secret has been leaked by Li San Cai. He is the one that made the 
most contribution to the country!” 


That was a total anarchy. 


He was an ordinary citizen who didn’t hold any official position and was far away from 
the capital, yet he said cabinet officials were all just marionettes and babies. Now the number 
one man in the government was able to hold on to the power all had to attribute to the 


contributions of his cohorts. 


Throughout the Chinese history as described in the official records, I’ve never heard of 


such a thing nor seen such a phenomenon. 


But now I know. In the seemingly chaotic era of Ten Thousand Seasons and amid endless 
quarrels and struggles, a dark stream was flowing and cumulating in the darkness. It was 
slowly extending its reaches and it would seize the control over everything. 
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A Murder 


A mad man 


Wang Xi Jue faded out completely. In year thirty six of Ten Thousand Seasons, Ye Xiang 
Gao officially took over and became the first secretary. In the following seven years, he was the 
number one man in the Cabinet and he was also the only man. In history, he is known as the 


Lone Minister. 


There didn’t seem any change in situation. The emperor still refused to attend court 
sessions and the Cabinet continued to labor like half dead. Officials continued their endless 


bickering. But actually the real situation was not like that. 


Under the surface, there had been some subtle changes among the political forces. New 
ones had arrived and old ones lingered around. For their own interests, both sides searched 
laboriously for the opportunity to forever put the other side in a hopeless situation. 

Finally, they found the best and most suitable target, the crown prince. 

So far the crown prince had been living a good life. After the case of the Diabolic Letter, he 
had enjoyed a few years of peace. To be exact, it was nine years. 

In year forty one of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1613), a report once again pulled the crown 
prince down into the muddy water. 

The man who wrote the report was Wang Yue Qian. He was a knight of hundred at Guards 
in Brocade. Plainly speaking, he was a special agent. 

The special agent wrote a report to the emperor, in which he said he had a strange 
discovery. Three people got together. They cut three paper figures, on which the names of the 
emperor, the empress dowager, and the crown prince were written. Then they nailed forty 
nine nails (not an easy task) on them. After the figures were nailed for a few days, they were 
burned. 


It was a sophisticated procedure. But the purpose was simple, it was a curse. After all, 
putting nails on a paper figure hardly meant blessings and it also seemed unreliable. 


113 


A Murder 


That was not all. More troubling was the special agent also reported that this ritual was 
directed by a eunuch of Concubine Zheng’s. 

The incident grew bigger. When the memorial was sent to the emperor, the emperor 
flipped his desk. He couldn’t sleep deep into the night. He paced aimlessly and was extremely 
anxious. When the crown prince heard it, he also became anxious. He feared the matter would 
grow bigger. Concubine Zheng screamed, claiming she had nothing to do with the matter. 


When everyone was tormented by anxiety, Ye Xiang Gao in the Cabinet remained silent. 
Once the emperor had let his anger run through the course, he thought of this man and 
immediately lashed out: 

“We have such a serious matter, but why is this man not saying anything?” 

Then a eunuch by his side handed something to him. Soon the emperor uttered his second 
sentence: 

“Everything is all right now.” 

That was Ye Xiang Gao’s memorial. As soon as the incident occurred, it was sent in. 

This is what was written in the memorial: 


Your Majesty, I know both the plaintiff (Wang Yue Qian) and the accused (the ones who 
cursed). They are all rascals and rogues. They had made trouble before and had been 
prosecuted by the authority (Ministry of Justice). This incident is very similar to the case of the 
Diabolic Letter. But that case was brought up anonymously and there had been no one to 
investigate. Now both the plaintiffs and the accused are available. It’s just a matter of an 
interrogation. Everything will be all right as long as you stay silent. 


Once I finish reading this, my feeling is that this was an absolutely smart man. 


On the surface Ye Xiang Gao was saying, regardless if there is anything right or wrong in 
this matter, don’t amplify it. As long as you remain quiet and I remain quiet, we can suppress 
it and then once we have done an investigation, everything will be sorted out. 


It was a choice that defied logic because Ye Xiang Gao was an East Wood man, who 
supported the crown prince. Now the crown prince had been cursed, there should have been a 


thorough investigation to get to the bottom of it. Then why just stop there? 
Actually, Ye Xiang Gao was right. 
The next day, Ye Xiang Gao handed over Wang Yue Qian to the tribunal of the three 


judiciaries to be tried. 


That was a decision that baffled many. If this man was put on trial, wouldn’t that have 


made the matter more widely known? 
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If you follow this line of thinking, it means you are too naive. On the next day after he 
ordered the trial, for unknown reasons, Comrade Wang Yue Qian died in prison. The cause of 
death was being investigated. 


What’s dark? That was dark. 


If we analyze the current situation and solve a few mysteries, you'll discover Ye Xiang 
Gao’s real motive: 


First, the biggest question: was this done by Concubine Zheng? The answer: didn’t matter. 


Ever since ancient times, there had been innumerable number of cursing incidents. It all 
boils down to someone wishes to eliminate a person but has no courage to do it openly, so all 
he can do is just make a few effigies and curse to vent out his anger. It’s a pure ah-Q” spirit. 
Usually it’s done by old crones (today, there are still people doing this sort of thing and in all 
forms, e.g., ‘strike the little man’). Concubine Zheng, with her level of intellectual capacity, 
was a perfect fit for this class. If she was said to have done it, I surely believe it. 


But the issue was it was not important if she did it or not. Nails only punctured the effigies 
and harmed no one. The really important thing was the matter must not be investigated and 
there must not be the truth about it. 


Investigating the matter seemed to be an opportunity for the crown prince to take revenge 
on Concubine Zheng. But in fact, it was really just a perfect trap. 


The reason was simple. Now Zhu Chang Luo was already the crown prince, barring any 
incidents, when the time came he would naturally succeed. On the other hand, Concubine 
Zheng’s shenanigans of howling, agitating, and threatening hanging herself had been going on 


for years and had already become useless. 


But if the matter was made bigger and the emperor was disturbed again, regardless of the 
result, it would only be bad for the crown prince and nothing good could come out of it. Now 
all the crown prince had to do was only one thing, wait. 


What actually happened showed Ye Xiang Gao’s supposition was correct. Various signs 
indicated that Wang Yue Qian, the plaintiff, had close relationships with those accused of 
cursing. It could have well been a carefully planned plot. Some people (not necessarily 
Concubine Zheng), for some purpose, wanted to muddy the water and then catch some fish. 


The battle tested Comrade Ye Xiang Gao recognized the trap and successfully overcame the 
crisis. 


But the most crucial test in the life of His Highness the crown prince would come, two 


" Ah-Q is a fictional character created by a famous Chinese writer of 1930s. Ah-Q is described as someone who takes defeat 
and public humiliation as victories. 
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years later. 
May 4 of year forty three of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1615), it was at dusk. 


Crown Prince Zhu Chang Luo was resting in the Palace of Love and Celebration. He had 
been declared the crown prince in year twenty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons and he had been 
living here. But his father was a man of bad character. The place was devoid of all basic 
facilities. Nothing was provided to him when he asked. Even the eunuchs around him were 
those who had been out of use. The emperor disdained him and naturally officials didn’t take 
him seriously. Usually no one came to visit him and he was a forlorn man. 


But on this day, a very special man would come to his door and greet him in a very unique 
Way. 

He had a bludgeon in his hand and entered the Palace of Love and Celebration. 

By now, the distance of only two doors separated him and the crown prince. 

No one guarded the first door and he just stepped in. 

At the second door, he met resistance. 


Usually the gates of all key state facilities are guarded by fully armed soldiers. Even at 
those less important sites there are a few security guards. Those that are really on no one’s 
mind at least have an old doorman at the gate. 


That applied to the Ming era as well. The gate of the Ministry of War was guarded by 
soldiers, not to mention the gates of Guards in Brocade and East Yard. But at the gate of the 
crown prince His Highness, there were neither soldiers nor security guards. There wasn’t even 


a doorman. 
There were only two old eunuchs. 
He wielded his bludgeon and fought his way in. 


It’s well known that eunuchs, not to mention old eunuchs, were physically usually less 


strong than regular men (except those who had practiced the Treasured Book). 


Pretty quickly an old eunuch was wounded. He went through the second door and 
advanced to his target. 


His target was ahead, not very far from him. 


Although eunuchs were not good at fighting, they were good at shouting. Their shrills 


finally made the other eunuchs appear. 


What ensued was an outcome that seemed logical. After all, the fellow didn’t have an 


assault rifle in his hands. He was also not a man who was able to change his form. He couldn’t 
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change himself and also failed to bring more excitements to us. Surrounded by a bunch of 
eunuchs he was finally apprehended. 


At the time the crown prince was in the palace. When he received the report, he didn’t 
panic. After all, the man had been apprehended and also failed to enter the palace. He ordered 
to hand this man to the security guards for further investigation. In his mind, it was a small 


matter. 
But what ensued would far exceed his imagination. 


The man was in custody. Naturally there would be a trial. Territorial principle of 
jurisdiction meant the agency at the place where the crime took place would be the one in 
charge of the trial. But this case was different. It took place inside the imperial palace. Would 
the case have to be tried by the emperor? 


After some back and forth, finally it was decided the case would be tried by Liu Ting Yuan, 


the censor in charge of patrolling the palace. 


After a tedious interrogation, Censor Liu arrived at a ridiculous conclusion, the man was 


mad. 


Regardless how he was asked or told, under threats and inducements, the man always 
gave answers that had nothing to do with the questions. Once a while he would also burst out 


a few words that no one understood. He was a complete lunatic. 


After a few rounds of interrogations, Censor Liu stopped. If he continued, perhaps he 


would have gone mad also. 


But it wouldn’t be right to say he got nothing. The mad man confessed his name was 
Zhang Chai and he was from Jizhou. Nothing else was known. 


Although the result was not a good one it was a fitting one. If he was a mad man, he 
certainly would be capable of doing what a mad man capable of doing. There was an 
explanation why he ran into the palace and hit people. There was neither support nor 
instigation. As a mad man, he didn’t know his whereabouts. In bewilderment he went to the 


palace. In bewilderment he hit people. Everything was well, very well. 


Not bad, not bad. If it was something that happened in another era, with the emperor's 
suppression and officials’ concurrence, that would have been it. 


Too bad, too bad, it happened in Ming. 


As soon as the incident took place, the news had been spread everywhere. At street corners 
people talked about it. Court officials were no exception, every day all they talked about was 
this incident. They also had a consensus in their opinions that this must have been done by 
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Concubine Zheng. 


Public opinions are simply people’s comments. As more and more people commented 
about it, the matter couldn’t be kept in disguise anymore. The emperor got personally 
involved. He ordered a joint trial by the tribunal of the three judiciaries. 


Although it said it was the tribunal of the three judiciaries, in fact there was only the 
Ministry of Justice. The men who conducted the interrogations were also not high level 
personnel. There were neither ministers nor deputy ministers. Only two associate ministers 
were there. 


But these two were apparently more capable than Censor Liu. After a few rounds of 


interrogations, they managed to get a clear picture of the incident. 


To investigate a case, one had to find the key to it. On this case, the key was not about who 


did it, but why it was done, in another word, motive. 


Under some questioning, Zhang Chai gave his motive. Not long ago, the haystack at his 
home had been burned by someone. He was so angry that he sought justice from the local 
government. But the local government refused. Then he came to the capital. Then accidentally 
he went into the palace. He was frightened. He hit anyone he ran into. That was it. 


If we have to use a simple word to describe Zhang Chai’s explanation, it has to be 
‘nonsense’. 

Someone burned his haystack and he had to go to the capital to seek justice. Such an 
explanation obviously meant if Zhang Chai was not a lunatic he was a fool. 

It was really not a good reason. If it was another person, at least he would make up a story 
about his house being burned and a bully exploited the people. Only that kind of story would 
be enough to evoke people’s sympathy to you. 

Not only that, there were many who came to the capital to seek justice. How many of them 
managed to get into the palace? How come you ended up in no other place but the crown 
prince’s bedchamber? And then you kept pushing in? 

On this point, the two associate ministers who handled the case certainly understood. But 
they were even more aware of their bosses’ expectations. This matter had to be minimized. 

The names of the two associate ministers were Hu Shi Xiang and Yue Jun Sheng. We need 
to mention their names because the two men were not ordinary men. 

After some discussions, the case of Zhang Chai was officially closed. There was no need to 
explain the criminal’s motive, but the verdict was certain, death (kill him to get him shut up). 


But to kill him, there had to be a charge. That was not at all difficult for the two fellows. As 
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men working in the Ministry of Justice, they weren’t disappointing and were of professional 
aptitude. From the Great Laws of Ming, they found this article: those who are found shooting 
arrows, releasing pellets, or throwing rocks which result in injuries shall be beheaded. 


Don’t bother with why he intended to injure someone or who got injured. That’s the end of 
the case. Let’s just close it like that. Everyone will then have a peace of mind. 


If the case just closed like that, then it would have been a rare benefit of not knowing. The 
truth would be forever buried. 


But in this world, there are still people who know and people who don’t want to be kept in 
the unknown. 


May 11", at the prison of Ministry of Justice. 


It had been seven days and Zhang Chai had gotten used to prison life. Although the matter 
had progressed differently from his expectation, it still was normal. Playing lunatic had been 
effective. The truth was still hidden in his heart. 


It was meal time. Zhang Chai walked to the door of his prison cell and waited for the day’s 


meal. 
But unbeknownst to him, in the dark a pair of eyes was watching him. 


Per regulation, to prevent the prisoner from reversing his confession, despite the prisoner 


had confessed, the Ministry of Justice still had to have someone to interrogate him. 
On May 11", it was Wang Zhi Cai’s turn. 


Wang Zhi Cai’s curtesy name was Xin Yi and at the time was a manager at the Ministry of 


Justice. 


A manager was a low level official. Although Mr. Wang was a little official, his intelligent 
was not little. He was a true believer of conspiracy theory. He was certain behind the mad man 
there hid some secrets. 


Coincidentally, when he arrived at the prison, it was just meal time. He remained quiet. He 


found an obscure place and calmly observed that mad man. 
When a man is having his meal, it’s really hard to feign anything. 


Then everything appeared to be normal. Zhang Chai quietly received his meal and quietly 
got himself ready to eat. 


By now Wang Zhi Cai was certain this was a questionable man. 
He identified himself as a mad man. But a mad man would not have acted so normally. 


He immediately stood up and interrupted Zhang Chai, who was eating. Then he told the 
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guard he would do the interrogation immediately. 


Zhang Chai was surprised. Then he calmed down. In his mind, the unexpected guest didn’t 
seem to be different from those previous senior officials. 

The interrogation was under way. Just like before, Zhang Chai feigned madness. But very 
soon he was surprised to see the man sitting in front of him said nothing but just quietly 
watched him. 


Once he finished his performance, silence befell to the scene. Then he heard these words: 
Tell the truth and you'll be fed. If you don’t, you'll die of hunger. 


In the art of pressing for confession using torture, that had to be some hilarious words. In 
all interrogations, usually people were told about being loyal to the people and country and 
offering leniency if one confessed. Then tiger bench" and pepper water would follow. If 
inducements were needed, they were usually given in the form of promotion, money, or 


women. 
Manager Wang’s lure was just a bowl of rice. 
No matter what, he was just too stingy. 


Actual events proved Zhang Chai was a rather decent man. Specifically he showed he was 
a simple minded and plain thinking man. Between a bowl of rice and hiding the truth and 


saving his life, he didn’t hesitate to choose the latter. 
He lowered his head and uttered these words: 
I’m afraid. 


Being afraid meant he neither was unaware of the knowledge nor refuse to tell, but rather it 
meant he had the knowledge but he didn’t feel comfortable to tell. 


Wang Zhi Cai was a smart man. He asked everyone else to leave. Then he held the rice 
bowl and heard the truth: 

“My name is Zhang Chai. I’m from Jizhou. My nickname is Zhang Five. My father is 
already dead.” 

“One day, two of my acquaintances came to me and brought me to a eunuch, who said to 


me, you come with me to do something. After we’re done, I'll give you a few acres of land, 
which will ensure you'll never have to worry about feeding and clothing yourself anymore.” 


“T went with him. On the 4" ( May 4"), we got to the capital. We went to a house and met 


another eunuch.” 


'l & torture device. 
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“He said to me, you just walk ahead and kill anyone you see. You have them killed and 
we'll save you.” 


“He gave me a bludgeon and led me inside the palace. I proceeded forward. I hit a eunuch 
and I got nabbed.” 


Wang Zhi Cai was dumbfounded. 


He could never have thought that the speculation by the public was true and this was 
indeed a well-planned political assassination. 


But what surprised him even more was the assassination was so foolishly executed. 
Although the fellow in front of him was not a mad man, it wouldn’t be wrong to say he was a 
dunderhead. He was neither a martial arts artist nor a professional assassin. At most he was a 


sinewy peasant. 


The whole crime was carried out in a very ridiculous way. It sounded like he had been 
recommended by a layman, then the eunuchs accepted and brought him into the capital. There 
were neither pretty women nor money offered. They even didn’t stay in a luxury hotel. There 
was no real reward and then he agreed to hit people. Where else could you have found such a 
fool? 


As to the weapon, usually some advanced ware would have to be used to kill a significant 
figure. Back then when Jing Ke went to kill the King of Qin, he managed to find a dagger 
owned by Madam Xu. It was said one would die right away just upon being touched by the 
dagger. Take ten thousand steps back, even to kill an ordinary man, one had to find a knife. 
But when this fellow entered the palace, he didn’t even carry a cleaver, not to mention any 
advanced stuff. He grabbed a bludgeon and began to hit, what was that? 


From start to finish, the matter didn’t look right. But as soon as the details were obtained, 
Wang Zhi Cai didn’t dare to delay and he immediately reported to the emperor. 

But once the memorial had been submitted, there wasn’t any response from the emperor at 
all. 

Wang Zhi Cai had anticipated that. His lordship had already made and distributed the 
copies. He also personally agitated and guided public opinions demanding an open trial. 

His agitation brought out another bigshot in the legal circles, Wang Shi Chang, the chief of 
Office of Crime and Prosecution came out, crying out and demanding a joint trial by the 
tribunal of the three judiciaries. 

But there was still no response from the emperor, which was understandable. One had to 
know that he had been through the succession fight. Only a charge by nearly a hundred men 
could be seen as a significant spectacle. This small scene was nothing. 
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If the event was allowed to run through its course, it would soon die down. But the 
emperor His Majesty didn’t expect that when he remained silent, someone else would emerge. 


The man was Concubine Zheng’s brother Zheng Guo Tai. 
It all started with a memorial. 


Just days after the transcript of the trial was published, Chief Usher Lu Da Shou submitted 


a memorial, in which he asked some questions: 


If Zhang Chai said a eunuch met him, then who is this eunuch? He had been the capital 
and stayed in a house. Where is the house? A eunuch talked to him. Who is this eunuch? 


That would have been enough if it just stopped there. But at the end of his writing, he 
added a seemingly irrelevant statement, which basically said when the Prince of Fortune was 
titled, I had written and warned we should be weary of treacherous people, and now my 


worry has been confirmed! 


Although these words seemed to have been directed at Peter when the real target was Paul, 
it really didn’t say anything. But Mr. Zheng Guo Tai jumped out. He wrote a memorial to 
defend himself. 


No one accused him of anything and now he put himself on the spot. It had to be a vivid 
illustration that Zheng Guo Tai’s intellectual capacity was basically at the same level as his 


sister. 
That was not all, in this memorial, Mr. Zheng left these words: 


What plot to overthrow the crown prince? Who is the mastermind? Why someone hired a 
desperado? I can’t even imagine these things, not to mention speaking about them. I also don’t 


want to hear about them. 
This move vividly tells us how the word stupid was originally written. 


Mr. Zheng’s mind had reached the extreme of ignorance. This sort of genuine unsolicited 
self-exposure surely would not escape the scrutiny of the censors. Very quickly, He Shi Jin, a 
place emissary at the Ministry of Works reacted. It was certainly a violent reaction: 


“Who said you attempted to overthrow the crown prince? Who said you are the 
mastermind? Who said you hired a desperado? You are defending yourself while admitting 


your own guilt. You are just making it worse by trying to disguise it.” 
Zheng Guo Tai could offer no answer. By now as the matter stood, he had lost control. 


Now, almost everyone, except Wang Zhi Cai, thought the truth would be revealed to the 


world. 


After the success of the preliminary trial, Zhang Chai’s case was retried. Wang Zhi Cai also 
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felt good for a few days. But soon after, he discovered he had overlooked an important 
question: 


Zhang Chai’s performance in feigning mad had been a clumsy one. He opened his mouth 
for just a bowl of rice. Then why did the officials fail to see through it earlier? 
He mulled and then arrived at a very terrifying conclusion: they did it on purpose. 


The first suspect was Liu Ting Yuan, who interrogated Zhang Chai first. The conclusion 
saying Zhang Chai was a lunatic was originated from him. After some in-depth research, 
Wang Zhi Cai discovered that this Mr. Censor was actually not a simple man. 


Although the man was just a censor in charge of patrolling the palace, he seemed to have a 
close relationship with Zheng Guo Tai. The two associate ministers Hu Shi Xiang and Yue Jun 
Sheng also were very close to him. 


That wasn’t a surprise. Although Zheng Guo Tai was foolish, he had his own strength. 


After all, the Prince of Fortune was favored and there were quite a few who sought his support. 
But soon he would discover that the matter was not as simple as he thought. 


A few days later, when the Ministry of Justice decided to retry this case, the chief judge was 
none other than Associate Minister Hu Shi Xiang, who had accepted Liu Ting Yuan's 


conclusion. 


Hu Shi Xiang at the time was the associate minister of the Department of Shandong of the 
Ministry of Justice. In terms of ranking, he was Wang Zhi Cai’s boss. But during the trial, 
Manager Wang was surprised to discover Associate Minister Hu always prevaricated. He 
firmly asserted that Zhang Chai was a real mad man and was dilatory in the pursuit of truth. 


All these left a deep impression in Wang Zhi Cai’s mind. Behind the so-called mad man, 
there hid a powerful force. 


Liu Ting Yuan and Hu Shi Xiang were just the tip of the iceberg. 


But what befuddled him was the man who commanded them didn’t seem to be Zheng Guo 
Tai. Despite they tried hard to cover up the truth, Mr. Zheng was not popular in the Court and 
he was also rather foolish. If he was the big boss behind the scene, then he would have been 
elevated too high. 


What is going on here about all these? 


Wang Zhi Cai’s intuition was correct. The shadow behind Liu Ting Yuan and Hu Shi Xiang 
was not Zheng Guo Tai. 


The name of the shadow was Shen Yi Guan. 


Shen Yi Guan’s political accomplishments were average as described in history books. In 
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fact the fellow occupied an important role in history. He is a key figure in the research about 
late Ming. 


The most important achievement made by the guy was not in politics, but in creating 


organizations. 


We have reasons to believe that during his tenure, in addition to the daily routine affairs, 
he had been also doing another thing, networking. 


How he networked and how many he recruited cannot be verified. But one certain thing 
was the rule in the recruitment of his organization. They had to be all from Zhejiang. 


Shen Yi Guan was a native of Siming of Zhejiang. On nepotism, he was on the same page 
with his descendant townsman Jiang Jie Shi. Building on his base of his confidants, he founded 


an association of townsmen. 
This association was later called the Party of Zhes in Chinese history. 


That was Shen Yi Guan’s other side. He was both the first secretary of the government and 
also the leader of the Party of Zhes. 


We have to say this was a wise decision. You have to clearly recognize this point: 


Under the rule of Ten Thousand Seasons, a first secretary who had no backing (the 
emperor) and no confidantes (cohorts) would not be able to maintain his position. 


Shen Yi Guan was able to remain in office for five years and Ye Xiang Gao was able to 
remain in office for seven years. Zhao Zhi Gao was trampled and Zhu Geng was ignored. 


Of course Shen Yi Guan was not the only one who built townsmen associations. Besides the 
Party of Zhes, there were also the Party of Qis, which mainly consisted of men from Shandong, 
and Party of Chus, which mainly consisted of men from Huguang (present day Hunan and 
Hubei). 


Those were the parties of Qis, Chus, and Zhes. They are well known in history. 

These were three extremely influential organizations that had immense fighting ability 
because the core members of the organizations were all censors. 

Censors included palace emissaries at the six ministries and censors from the Censorial 
Council. Palace emissaries were allowed to meddle with decisions made by the leaders of the 


ministries. They placed themselves at the same level as the ministers and had great influences 
to the affairs of the central government. 


Censors were much like special representatives, who not only had the power to censure but 
also often went down to perform local inspections. Senior censors were also qualified to 


become imperial inspectors. 
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Despite the members of the three parties were all little officials of sixth or seventh grades, 
who were barely noticeable individually, they were nonetheless of significant power. 


It must be pointed out that in the history of prior two hundred years of Ming, although 
ganging up and factionalism was routine practices, there had been no precedence in openly 
organizing parties. By doing that, they set the precedence. 


That is an interesting mystery. 
They came neither early nor later, but why did they appear just at that time? 


Even more interestingly, there were no animosities among the three parties. They also 
didn’t fight. Instead, they were at peace and helped each other. That had to be something that 
defied tradition. 


Existence is its own reason. Something occurs because there is a reason for it to occur. 


There had to be a reason that allowed the three parties to form one after another. There had 
to be a reason for them to coexist peacefully. Yes, the name of the reason is the East Wood 
Party. 


Gu Xian Cheng of Wuxi was just a commoner. What he ran was just a library. But almost 
everyone understood the library dared to look down on the government’s first secretaries, 
who were mocked as puppets and babies. The library was capable of blocking the 
reinstatement of officials and changing the emperor’s appointments. 


The country of Ming and the decisions of the state were all in the hands of this ordinary 


commoner. From ancient times to now, I’ve never seen such a powerful commoner. 


Neither Gu Xian Cheng, Gao Pan Long, and Zhao Nan Xing, men outside of the 
government, nor Li San Cai and Ye Xiang Gao, men inside the government were 
inconsequential figures. The East Wood Party had both the public opinion and key 
government officials on its side. Only a ghost would believe it was just an organization on 


morality. I just don’t believe that. 


Even I don’t believe it, how could the cunning guys in the Ming court believe that. Before 
the opponent that was capable of influencing the government and manipulating the state 
affairs, they cowered. 


The most efficient and expedient way to overcome one’s fear is to get someone to share the 
fear with you. 


History says: Ming’s demise started with partisanship. I say: partisanship started at this 


moment. 


Liu Ting Yuan and Hu Shi Xiang were not Zheng Guo Tai’s men. The idiot Mr. Zheng 
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wasn’t capable of creating an organization. Their true identity was they were members of the 
Zhe Party. 


But the question is, Shen Yi Guan had also supported the crown prince, why did he choose 
to support Zheng Guo Tai on this matter? 


The answer is, it’s about the matter, not about the man. 


Shen Yi Guan disliked Zheng Guo Tai and disliked the East Wood Party even more, out of 
public outrage. 


The so-called public outrage traced back to when he was in power, men like Gu Xian 
Cheng always was in his way on matters about the public. He was outraged. Thus it was the 


public outrage. 


The man he disliked the most was not anyone in the East Wood Party, but rather Ye Xiang 
Gao, for a personal grudge that had been going on for thirty two years. 


Thirty two years earlier (year eleven of Ten Thousand Seasons, AD 1583), Ye Xiang Gao 
came to the capital to take part in the general exam. 


Ye Xiang Gao’s courtesy name was Jin Qing. He was from Fuging of Fujian and born in 
year thirty eight of Civility and Tranquility. 

One had to admit he was very unlucky. As soon as he was born, he had to be subjected to a 
test of life and death. 


In that year, or year thirty eight of Civility and Tranquility, Japanese bandits invaded 
Fujian and Fuqing fell. More precisely, the day when Fuqing fell was Ye Xiang Gao’s birthday. 


It was said his mother, in order to evade the Japanese bandits, had to hide herself in a 
haystack. Once the Japanese bandits were gone, the baby was also born. It’s tough to just think 
about it. 

Ye Xiang Gao, despite having survived from a great peril, enjoyed no luxury of fortunes 
later. To evade the Japanese bandits, he became a guerilla fighter in his infancy. As soon as the 
Japanese came to the village, he had to follow his mother to hide in the mountain. I am 
convinced it was during this period that he established himself as a man who was crafty, 
intelligent, and cunning decades later. 

When the activities of the Japanese bandits were most rampant, many people abandoned 
their children (burdens) and fled to safety alone. Someone urged Ye Xiang Gao’s mother to do 
the same. But she said: 


“Tf I have to die, I’d rather die with him together.” 
Eventually they survived, thanks to another great man in Ming, Qi Ji Guang. 
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The exam 


In year forty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1562), Qi Ji Guang started the Battle of 
Hengyu. Hengyu was taken, Fuging was recovered, and finally the Japanese bandits were 


suppressed. 


It must be pointed out that at the time, Ye Xiang Gao’s name was not Ye Xiang Gao. He had 
only a nickname, which doesn’t seem to sound a decent name today, so I decided not to 
mention it here. 

The name Xiang Gao was given by his father. It means go higher and higher one step at a 
time. 

Reality tells us that a thing like the name should be changed once a while, it can be 
effectuating. 

In year six of Grand Celebration (AD 1572), Ye Xiang Gao was fourteen and he became an 
outstanding talent. 

In year seven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1579), Ye Xiang Gao was twenty one and he 
became a recommended man. 

In year eleven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1583), Ye Xiang Gao was twenty five and took 
part in the general exam for the second time. After the exam, he felt very good. 

The result also confirmed his feeling. He passed, placed at seventy eight, and became a 
distinguished scholar. Now, there was only one final obstacle before him, the palace exam. 


The palace exam went very well. The examiners from the Imperial Academy were very 
satisfied with Ye Xiang Gao and decided to place him first. A great future was waving at Ye 
Xiang Gao. 


Then something unexpected happened. 


From now on, a profound hatred was seeded between Ye Xiang Gao and Shen Yi Guan, 
despite before that moment they had never met each other. 


It must be explained that Ye Xiang Gao’s place of seventy eight was not the overall place of 
seventy eight across the country. Rather it was the place of seventy eight in the South. 

Ming didn’t award distinguished scholars evenly across the country. Rather the quotas 
were allotted by region. Specifically, there were three regions, south, north, and central. The 
ratio of admittance for each region was different. 

The south consisted of the provinces south of the River Huai and the ratio of admittance 
was 55%. North consisted of the areas north of Huai and the ratio was 35%. Central was the 
three provinces of Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan, as well as Fengyang, and the ratio was 10%. 
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Specifically it went like this, if the government was going to award one hundred 
distinguished scholars, then by region, fifty five would be awarded to the south, thirty five 
would be awarded to the north, and ten would be awarded to the central. It meant if you were 
from the south and placed fifty six in the exam, regardless how good your score were and even 


if your essay was better than the first place in the north, you wouldn’t be admitted. 


But if you were from the central, then regardless how poor your essay had been written 
and you could only be placed in the hundredth, as long as you placed in the top ten among 
those in the central, then you would become a distinguished scholar. 


It was a policy of a long history. It had been in use more than two hundred years earlier 
when Zhu Yuan Zhang took the throne. It originated from a very bloody political incident, The 
Incident of South and North Roster. The incident has been a confusing mystery. Basically, in a 
general exam, the recommended men from the south all scored very well and few from the 
north were awarded. Someone thought it was unfair and alleged the test examiners had 
cheated. The matter became a huge issue and eventually reached Old Zhu. He was rather a 
down to the earth man. He heard no arguments. By a stroke of brush, he eliminated almost a 
hundred. 


But once that was done, the issue still had to be addressed. The reality was education in the 
north was really not as good as in the south. You could do nothing even if you killed everyone. 
Finding no good alternatives, he had to set up different rosters for north and south. Don’t 
argue anymore, it all depends on where you were born. If you were born in the south, you are 
just unlucky. If you were born in the north, you are just fortunate. 


By the time of the Expressively Charitable Father of Ming, the matter changed again. 
Although Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan were considered as part of the south, back then 
those were wild and desolate areas. It was not easy to even earn a living, not to mention 
studying. If one was to have a contest against the people in the south, one had to be in a family 
of one. Thus the emperor issued a decree and categorized these areas as the central as a special 
region. Fengyang, being the hometown of Zhu Yuan Zhang and was also very poor, given 
special consideration for its special status, was also included. 


Of course that was not a perfect solution. After all, with the differences in basic knowledge 
and foundation, it’s impossible for you to achieve grand uniformity in test scores overnight. 
Thus this theory is still used today. I call this Test Geographicalism. 


This is a brutal but honest theory. One has to play by odds, which is all about your 
birthplace. 


If you are born in places like Shandong, Jiangsu, or Hubei, say Amitabha. These regions 
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have been often habituated by men who studied like studying was the only thing in their lives. 
As far as I know, students from some village schools (which can’t be even found in maps) are 
ready for college entrance exams in their sophomore years (test scores not recorded). Most of 
them can score over six hundred (full score is seven hundred fifty). They euphemistically say 
they are just training for their tests next year. 


Every time I read these stories, I shudder. The result of having these people as neighbor is: 
if one wants to enter Beijing University, six hundred is only the starting price. 

We have to admit there has been some progress. Under pressure, people can play some 
tricks, for example, changing one’s residence registration. 

Unfortunately, Mr. Ye Xiang Gao of Ming didn’t use this trick. As one of the best in the 
South, he had many competitors. Wu Long Zhi was one of them. 


Mr. Wu was also from Fujian. But he was more formidable than other competitors because 
his backing was Shen Yi Guan. 


According to Shen Yi Guan’s thinking, this man should have placed first. Then he would 
enter the government as his assistant. But Ye Xiang Gao’s emergence disrupted Shen Yi Guan’s 
plan. 


Thus Shen Yi Guan wanted to take Ye Xiang Gao down or at least prevent him from 
placing first. 

He also thought he would be able to get it done because he was the chief proctor of the 
exam. 


But unfortunately he failed, because an even more powerful man appeared. 


The chief proctor was a big man but regardless how big he was, he couldn’t be bigger than 
the first secretary. 


Although Ye Xiang Gao had no connections, he had real strength. His essay was just so 
good that other proctors felt it was unfair. They reached Shen Shi Xing. When Lord Shen read 
it, he was also ecstatic. He summoned Shen Yi Guan and told him the man was a real talent 


and must be admitted! 


Now it was Shen Yi Guan’s turn to be despondent. The big boss opened his mouth. If he 
didn’t offer a rice bowl to Ye Xiang Gao, then he would be in danger of losing his own rice 
bowl. But he just couldn’t suppress his own feeling. In the end this was the result: 


Ye Xiang Gao was admitted and placed at twelfth of second group. 


It was a result that was surprising to many. For if he truly wanted to punish Ye Xiang Gao, 
he surely could have dispatched him to the third group and that would be end of the story. He 
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refused to award the top scholar overall to Ye Xiang Gao but yet it was a decent placement. 
That was really baffling. 


Let me tell you, there are a lot of things in it. 


Ye Xiang Gao had ruined his plan so he certainly had to deliver a lesson. But the problem 
was the man was supported by Shen Shi Xing, who was also an old fox. If he did it 
perfunctorily, there would be consequences. He had to ensure not only faces were saved but 
also with enough satisfaction. Twelfth place in the second tier was the most suitable 


arrangement. 


According to Ming policies, usually placing twelfth in the second tier guaranteed the 
candidate to be named a plebeian meritorious and could be admitted to the Imperial Academy. 
But the place was far from top scholar overall and one wouldn’t be able to brag much about. It 
was just perfect to give Ye Xiang Gao a snub. 


Anyway, Ye Xiang Gao embarked on his career path smoothly. Afterward, until fifteen 
years later, everything had gone really well for him. 


In year twenty six of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1598), Ye Xiang Gao’s fortune would be 
changed forever. In this year, he was offered a once in a life time opportunity. 


By now, Zhu Chang Luo, the eldest son of the emperor, was already allowed to be schooled. 
By regulation, he was to be assigned a tutor, who would be picked by the Ministry of Rites. 


As everyone knew, Zhu Chang Luo had not been treated with respect, but by how 
everything was going now, it was just a matter of time for him to succeed the throne. If one 
grabbed this support, one certainly wouldn’t have to worry about his future. Then as soon as 
people heard the news, everyone went out to their connections and relatives, hoping to get the 
job. 

I’m not sure if Ye Xiang Gao used the backdoor but I’m sure he was lucky. Guo Zheng Yu, 
the deputy minister of rites, who was the one making the selection, was his old friend. 


The list was finalized and submitted to the Cabinet. The Cabinet withheld it because Shen 
Yi Guan was in the Cabinet. 


Shen Yi Guan was a persistent man. The incident that occurred fifteen years ago had 
always been in his memory. Zhang Wei was the one in charge of choosing the tutor. But as 
soon as Lord Shen saw Ye Xiang Gao’s name, he couldn’t restrain himself the urge to run over 
and shout out: 


“How cana Min! man be a tutor?” 


12 eer e 
Min is another name for Fujian. 
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These words were uttered for a reason. In Ming, Fujian had always been thought as an 
uncivilized region. Shen Yi Guan was certainly sinister by playing the geographical card. 


But Zhang Wei wouldn’t budge. He didn’t care how much animosity existed between Shen 
Yi Guan and Ye Xiang Gao. This is the man I like and I’m going to choose him! 

Thus amid Shen Yi Guan’s teeth gnashing sound, Ye Xiang Gao started his job. 

Ye Xiang Gao didn’t disappoint people. He was energetic and proactive. In addition to 
teaching, he established a good personal relationship with the crown prince. 


Various history records have shown that Mr. Ye was a clever man. So we have reasons to 
believe while he was teaching and educating, he also made many friends, for example Gu Xian 
Cheng and Zhao Nan Xing. 


He’d got a boss, he’d got friends, and he’d got status. Everything was in place. So to step 
up into the highest stage, all he needed was a blessing wind. 


A year later, the wind came. But it was a storm. 


In year twenty seven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1601), First Secretary Zhao Zhi Gao 
went home. He wasn’t dead but he didn’t retire either. But he was no longer in charge of 
matters. With Zhang Wei also left, there was only Shen Yi Guan in the Cabinet. 


Vacancy had to be filled. Ye Xiang Gao’s opportunity came again. 

Gu Xian Cheng was his friend and Zhu Chang Luo was also his friend. All he needed was 
just a position. 

He was nominated but in the end he failed to enter the Cabinet because in the Cabinet 
there was only Shen Yi Guan there. 


His trouble was far from over. Lord Shen Yi Guan, the first secretary of the Cabinet, finally 
had a chance to exact revenge. Soon after, Ye Xiang Gao was transferred out of the capital. He 
was sent to Nanjing as the right deputy minister of rites. 


Besides enjoying retirement, the main job at the Ministry of Rites in Nanjing still was to 
enjoy retirement. That was the forty year old Ye Xiang Gao’s new position. In here he had to 
stay long, very long. 

How long was very long? Ten years. 

In those ten years, the Court had been a boisterous place. The Succession Fight and the 
Incident of the Diabolic Letter were events of grand scale. But on Ye Xiang Gao’s side, 
everything was quiet and peaceful. 


In ten years, no one bothered him, no one inquired about him, and there wasn’t even 
anyone cursing or battering him. 
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Ye Xiang Gao’s life had been peaceful but also miserable. His life was so miserable that 
there weren’t even men battering him. 

To a politician, the most painful punishment was not being fired or removed from position, 
but being forgotten. 

Ye Xiang Gao had been completely forgotten. 

He had been a politician of great prospect. But at the golden time of his political life, he was 
abandoned. To Ye Xiang Gao, every day of the ten years was a painful struggle. 


But ten years later, he would have to appreciate the painful experience Shen Yi Guan gave 
him. To survive in this place of indifference, having comrades was not enough and having 
support was also not enough. One had to personally experience the cruel test and grinding to 


be able to leave his name in history. 


He was not just an ordinary first secretary. In the near future, he would exceed Zhao Zhi 
Gao and Zhang Wei and even Shen Shi Xing and Wang Xi Jue. His name would sound even 


louder and was brighter than these men’s. 


A very formidable man was ahead waiting for him and he would be the only one capable 


of resisting that man. That man’s name was Wei Zhong Xian. 


In year thirty five of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1607), Shen Yi Guan finally left. At the end 
of the year, Ye Xiang Gao finally came. 


But everything about Shen Yi Guan had been preserved, including his organization, his 


influence, and his hatred. 


Thus neither Liu Ting Yuan, nor Hu Shi Xiang, nor the madman Zhang Chai mattered. It 


didn’t even matter if the incident really occurred. 


The palace bludgeoning was just a stupid action by a foolish man and was of no 
importance. What was important was through this incident, what could be achieved and what 


could be gained. 


The East Wood Party’s plan was very explicit, support Zhu Chang Luo, use the Palace 
Bludgeoning Incident to attack their enemies, and seize power. 


The Zhe Party’s plan was to suppress the Palace Bludgeoning Incident and end the matter. 
And Wang Zhi Cai was a troublemaker. 
That was the real truth of the Palace Bludgeoning Incident. 


Oh yes, I have forgot something. Although there is no indication that showed Wang Zhi 
Cai had any direct contact with the East Wood Party, in the two lists of names made by the 
enemies of East Wood Part, he was placed in the front. 
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More interrogations 
Wang Zhi Cai was not a simple man. In fact he was a very sophisticated man. 


When he discovered that his boss Hu Shi Xiang was problematic, he was not at all afraid. 
He went to see another man, Zhang Wen Da. 


Zhang Wen Da’s courtesy name was De Yun. He was the right deputy minister of justice in 
charge of routine matters. 


In today’s jargons, he was the executive deputy minister of justice. In other words, he was 
Hu Shi Xiang’s boss. 


It’s not clear which faction Zhang Wen Da was part of. But what is clear is he was very 
dissatisfied with what Hu Shi Xiang did in muddying the water. Once he received Wang Zhi 
Cai’s report, he immediately ordered a joint interrogation by seven officials from the Ministry 


of Justice. 


It was an interesting combination. Among the seven, there were both Hu Shi Xiang and 
Wang Zhi Cai. Opinions of both sides would be heard and there would be no concerns about 
mischiefs. Also, an interrogation by seven men ensured that the minority would have to yield 
to the majority. 


The idea was right but the execution was wrong because Zhang Wen Da _ far 
underestimated the Zhe Party’s strength. 


Among the seven interrogators, Hu Shi Xiang was not alone. Basically among the seven 
men, three men supported Hu Shi Xiang and two men supported Wang Zhi Cai. 


Thus a dramatic scene appeared in the interrogation. 


Zhang Chai got his senses back. After Wang Zhi Cai’s sudden interrogation and the back 
and forth. Zhang Chai now was no longer a madman. He looked very calm. 


The chief interrogator Lu Meng Long asked: 
“How did you get to know the ways around?” 


That was a key question. How did a commoner come to the capital and enter the palace? 
The secret was hidden in the answer. 


By the way, Lu Meng Long was on Wang Zhi Cai’s side. 


Surprising to everyone, there was neither wait nor repetition, they quickly heard the crucial 


answer: 
“Tam from Jizhou. Without someone guiding me, how could I have got in?” 


With these words uttered, the matter couldn’t be concealed anymore. 
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Asked again: 

“Who guided you?” 

Answer: 

“Eunuch Pang and Eunuch Liu.” 
It’s over. It’s over. 


Although Zhang Chai didn’t say the names of these two people, in everyone’s mind, they 
already got the precise answer. 


Eunuch Pang’s name was Pang Bao and Eunuch Liu’s name was Liu Cheng. 


Everyone knew the answer because these two men’s identities were very unique. They 
both were Concubine Zheng’s personal eunuchs. 


Lu Meng Long was stunned. He knew the answer and had also deliberated numerous 
times. But he didn’t expect he would get the answer so easily. 


Just at the moment of his shock, Zhang Chai said something that was even more shocking: 


“T have known them for three years. They have also given me a gold flask and a silver 
flask.” 


By now Lu Meng Long understood even the confession obtained by Wang Zhi Cai was 
false. The truth was just at the start! 


He immediately followed with another question: 

“Why (did they give you)?” 

The answer was crisp and clear in four words: 

“Beat the Little Lord!” 

His voice was not loud but it was like a thunderclap. 

Everyone knew the Little Lord was the Lord Crown Prince Zhu Chang Luo. 


The scene became an upheaval. Noise filled the room. People huddled. Then an even more 


eerie thing happened. 


As the chief trial judge of the case, Hu Shi Xiang suddenly smacked the desk, rose, and 
shouted: 


“No more questions!” 
Then everyone was dumbfounded again. Zhang Chai is confessing, why are you so excited? 


But his three comrades immediately recognized it. They stood up at once and indicated the 
interrogation couldn’t continue and had to be stopped right there. 
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Among the seven, four to three, the interrogation had to stop. 


But the situation had already become irreversible. Wang Zhi Cai and Lu Meng Long 
immediately reported it to Zhang Wen Da. Deputy Minister Zhang was shocked. 


Meanwhile, Zhang Chai’s confession began to spread in and out of the Court widely. There 
was uproar in the public. Many wrote demanding a thorough investigation of the case. 


Concubine Zheng panicked. Every day she went to the emperor and cried. But now the 
situation was irreversible. 


But now the person who was under the greatest pressure was not her but Zhang Wen Da. 
As the chief prosecutor of the case, he understood behind the case it was the clash of the two 
political powers, with the crown prince, the concubine, and the emperor taking in. None of 
them was an easy dealing. 


If the interrogation continued, then Concubine Zheng would be brought out, which would 
offend the emperor. But if he didn’t continue, he wouldn’t be able to face the public. He would 
also offend the East Wood and the crown prince. He was just a little deputy minister. Any one 
of those people would be able to crush him to death. 


He couldn’t continue but he couldn’t have it continued. 
He exhausted ideas and scratched his head. Finally he came up with a perfect solution. 


In Ming’s judicial trials, the trial at the highest level was the trial by the three judiciaries. 
But the grandest was the trial by the thirteen departments. 


In Ming, the heads of the six ministries were the ministers, deputy ministers and under 
them there were departments, who were headed by associate ministers and assistants to the 
associate ministers. Usually each ministry had four departments. For example, the Ministry of 
Personnel, War, Works, and Rites each had four departments, which were in charge of four 
major areas. But the Ministry of Justice had thirteen departments. 


The thirteen departments were named after Ming’s thirteen provinces. For example, Hu Shi 
Xiang was the associate minister of the Department of Shandong. To try a case, he had to go 
the extraordinary length to summon all the associate ministers of the thirteen departments. 

That was so-called collective responsibility, which was equivalent to irresponsibility by 
group. Mr. Zhang Wen Da was indeed of high skills. He saw that laws wouldn’t be applied to 
the mass. He wouldn’t want to bear the burden alone. Thus he resolutely decided to pull 
everyone down into the water with him. 


The mass didn’t object. After all it was thirteen people and things would be easier to 
handle with more hands. The spanking would be lighter if they had to be spanked. 
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But on the day of interrogation, people truly got the feeling that Chinese people enjoyed 
being in a bustling place. 


Besides the thirteen associate ministers, Wang Zhi Cai also brought a few others to watch. 
Adding those who just wanted to watch the fray, there were over twenty people. With heads 
bubbling, it was much like a market. 


This time Zhang Chai had really gone mad. Perhaps because he saw so many people 
present he panicked. Even before the chief interrogator started asking him, he started talking. 
His confession was complete. Not only did he confess that Eunuch Pang was Pang Bao and 


Eunuch Liu was Liu Cheng. He also exposed a shocking secret: 


According to what Zhang Chai said, he was certainly not fighting alone. He had 
accomplices. They included Third Uncle Ma, Father-in-Law Li, Brother-in-Law Kong Dao, and 


others. It was a genuine group crime. 


The more spectacular thing was still yet to come. At the end of the interrogation, Zhang 
Chai carried it all through and exposed the greatest secret in this case: the Church of Red Seal. 


The Church of Red Seal was a cult. Its organizational structure is unclear. According to 
Comrade Zhang Chai, the organization had thirty six heads. He committed the crime under 


the instruction by this organization. 


Usually, once an organization got thirty six leaders, it would be good enough for them to 
become bandits. These words didn’t seem to be convincing. But later investigations confirmed 
the truth of it. When the officials at the Ministry of Justice investigated further, they no longer 
dared to investigate more. They accidentally found that the originating place of the Church of 


Red Seal was Concubine Zheng’s hometown. 


Some history records allege that Concubine Zheng and Zheng Guo Tai were the behind the 
scenes supporters. On this point, I believe. Comparing to the Church of White Lilies, which 
developed during the same period, the Church of Red Seals had been developing for years and 
yet no one knew. Such kind of accomplishment could only have been made by people like the 


brainless Concubine Zheng. 


Zhang Chai was really truthful. But that really pained the compatriots of the Party of Zhes. 
Their ugly sides were completely exposed. For example, Mr. Hu Shi Xiang was tasked to take 
notes. As he listened he could no longer continue to write. He quit and threw away his brush. 
There were also a few other associate ministers of the Party of Zhes, seeing the matter was 
evolving bigger and bigger, managed to shout in the room: 


“Why don’t you just admit everything. Don’t drag in innocent people!” 


But overall, the Party of Zhes knew the situation. Seeing it was already a mess, they simply 
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withdrew and agreed to report up as-is. 


While they were creating the report, the Ministry of Justice also sent out two teams. One 
team went out to locate Third Uncle Ma, Father-in-Law Li, and Brother-in-Law Kong Dao. 
Another team went to the palace to find Pang Bao and Liu Cheng. 


Concubine Zheng began to cry again. This had been a reserved show for decades and it 
had never failed. But this time the emperor said to her: 


“T can’t help you anymore.” 


That was obvious. Zhang Chai had confessed. With his cohorts of father-in-law and 
brother-in-law arrested and your own concubines, how can you escape? 


But his wife was in trouble and he had to help. The emperor told Concubine Zheng in this 
world only one man would be able to save her and that man was not him. 


“Only the crown prince can resolve this matter.” 

Then there are even more excruciating words: 

“T can’t help you on this. You have to go to beg him in person.” 
Concubine Zheng cried again but this time the emperor didn’t respond. 


Concubine Zheng, who had dominated the world, withdrew her tears and came to her 


enemy’s palace. 


Reality demonstrated that when Miss Zheng had to play a despicable, she was as good as 
any man. Upon entering the palace, when she saw the crown prince, without uttering a word, 
she knelt down. The crown prince was also polite. He knelt back. After both sides crawled 
back up, Concubine Zheng began crying. She said, while crying, I really didn’t want to hurt 
you, it’s all a misunderstanding. 


The crown prince also played his part. He reacted quickly. He appeared like shedding tears 
(real crying was a skillful job) and said, I know, others are trying to drive a wedge between us, 


Zhang Chai did everything on his own, and I won’t be confused. 


Then he summoned his personal eunuch Wang An and immediately ordered him to draft a 
document to make his stance clear. Then both sides looked back at the friendship between 
them that had lasted for decades. They indicated that they would strength their 
communication and move forward together. The matter thus ended satisfactorily. 


This is a version of the history that has been widely spread. Its main theme is that 
Concubine Zheng was very cunning and Zhu Chang Luo was very honest. Their personalities 
are conformant. The description flows naturally. Until I discovered another record, I had 


always believed it. It’s a completely different record: 
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The beginning is the same. Concubine Zheng went to the emperor to lament. The emperor 
said he could do nothing. But then, the event took a turn. He went to Empress Wang. 


It was a smart move. Empress Wang belonged to no party. She also commanded respect. 
Nothing could be better than discussing with her. 

The empress’s answer was also direct: 

“T can’t help either. We have to talk to the crown prince.” 

Soon, the honest crown prince came. But the answer he gave was a completely different 
one: 

“There must be a mastermind behind!” 

As soon as these words came out, the face of the Saintly Father of Ming changed color. 
Concubine Zheng was even more exceedingly excited. She pointed a finger to the sky and 
shouted: 

“Tf I had done this, my entire family would be all dead!” 

These words were just too outrageous. The emperor also shouted: 

“This is a big matter for me. Does it matter if your entire family is all dead?” 

The concubine got angry, so did the emperor. But the words that followed doused out 
everyone’s excitement: 

“T think Zhang Chai did it alone.” 

The one who said this was Crown Prince Zhu Chang Luo, despite just a few seconds ago he 
had vowed to find the mastermind behind the scene. 


Everyone was satisfied. To completely get rid of this matter, on May 28 of year forty three 
of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1615), Mr. Ten Thousand Seasons, who had not come to the 
Court for over twenty years, finally appeared. He summoned all the officials, as well as his 
crown prince and grandson. He lectured everyone. His main points were: I have a good 
relationship with the crown prince. You guys do whatever you have to do and don’t meddle 
with this. This was all done by Zhang Chai alone. Once we have him finished, the case is 


closed, and don’t mess with this thing anymore. 


The crown prince also put up a good show. He extolled their love as father and son, which 
put a perfect ending to the fiasco. 

A day later, Zhang Chai was executed by slicing. Days later, Pang Bao and Liu Cheng also 
mysteriously died in Ministry of Justice’s prison. In terms of eliminating suspects, it was a 
relatively clean job. 
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That was the end of the incident that a madman assaulted the crown prince that shocked 
the nation. In history, it is The Bludgeon Attack, one of the three major cases in Ming. 


The Bludgeon Attack was a complicated political incident. There have been many disputes 
about it and there have been many questions, including the true identity of the mastermind. 


If Concubine Zheng wanted to assassinate the crown prince, even if she couldn’t find a top 
hand, it wouldn’t be difficult to just go to Tiangiao and get a counterfeit druggist. After some 
deliberate vetting she got Zhang Chai, who had no skills. She also fed him for three years. Not 
only that, when he was sent into action, he didn’t even had a kitchen knife. He took a wooden 
stick, forced his way into the palace, and intended to kill the crown prince. It’s all just too 


preposterous. 


Thus some people thought the Bludgeon Attack had been carried out by some factions in 
the government in the attempt to muddy the water and create some troubles and gain some 
advantage. Some even speculated the crown prince might have something to do with it 
because it was just something too ridiculous, Concubine Zheng was not stupid and she would 


absolutely not have done it. 
But I think it was done by Concubine Zheng. Her intellectual capacity was that of an idiot. 


On the Bludgeon Attack, most commentaries in history books are all alike. Concubine 
Zheng was too cunning, the emperor was muddleheaded, the crown prince was too honest, 
and eventually the honest crown prince, supported by the East Wood officials, who wanted 
justice, triumphed over the cunning Concubine Zheng. 


All these are intended to fool people. 


A careful analysis will show that Concubine Zheng was an idiot, the emperor was shrewd 
and cunning, and the crown prince was adroit. The East Wood officials also didn’t seem to be 


so innocent. 


Therefore the truth is, an idiot did an idiotic thing and it was taken advantage of by people 
who wanted to make trouble, and finally it was suppressed by the cunning and shrewd 
emperor. That’s it. 


I want to describe this incident because I want to tell you that in the ensuing stories you 
will gradually see that the characters that you have been very familiar with are actually 
strangers and many facts that you have unquestionably believed are actually very false, and 
this, is just the beginning. 


'S Tianqiao is a big and popular public market in Bejing in Qing Dynasty and perhaps earlier. 
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An Obscure Enemy 


That was basically the achievements in the rule of the years of Comrade Ten Thousand 
Seasons. To be more specific, they were just about fights, fights, and more fights. 


First he fought and defeated Zhang Ju Zheng. Then he fought in the Succession Fight, the 
Diabolic Letter, and the Bludgeon Attack. Censors, officials, and first secretaries took turns to 
get into the battles. Days and nights he busied himself on these things. For decades he didn’t 
attend court sessions. He no longer took care of the country. Reports about natural disasters in 
Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, Jiangxi, and other places were sent up and ignored. Even more 
ironically, the biggest victims were not ordinary people but officials. 


If you were in the era of Ten Thousand Seasons, don’t get jubilant even if you became a 


distinguished scholar, because you might not get a position. 


Usually in the latter period of a dynasty, there was always large number of corrupt officials, 
who bullied ordinary people and exploited quota systems. But I can say in all seriousness in 
the era of Ten Thousand Seasons, the problem was not serious at all, because there were no 
officials at all. 


Laozi had once said the best run state is a state in which people don’t know who the ruler 


is. To some extent, Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons had done it. 


In past configurations, the number of palace emissaries at the six ministries should be more 
than fifty and the number of censors at the Censorial Council should be over a hundred. But 
by year thirty five of Ten Thousand Seasons, there were only four palace emissaries in the six 
ministries. Not only that, there were no palace emissaries, not even people for routine matters, 
at five of the ministries. Among the thirteen provincial censors of the Censorial Council, only 
five were left. They had to do the work of dozens of people and they were thoroughly burned 


out. 


More critically, the Censorial Council was a supervising agency and its officials often went 


around the country to perform inspections. If five men had to inspect thirteen provinces, they 
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would have to travel year round and have no time to go home. Among them, there was a most 
miserable fellow, who had been on an inspection tour for six entire years before he found a 
patsy and came back to the capital. 


There were only five low level censors. But there was no senior level censors. The left 
censor general and the right censor general were often vacant positions. No one kept 
attendance at the Censorial Council. It was all up to each individual to decide if he should 


come to work or not. 


The worst one was the six ministries. The total number of ministers and deputy ministers at 
all six ministries was only four. The Ministry of Rites had no minister. The Ministry of 
Population and Revenue had only a deputy minister. The Ministry of Works didn’t even have 
deputy ministers with only a few associate ministers bore the brunt of the work. 


Actually there were many distinguished scholars as candidates. There were also many who 
wanted to take government positions. But Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons simply refused to 
approve. What can you do? 


Even more ridiculously, even if the emperor approved and issued the paperwork, you still 
couldn’t take the position. 


For example, in year thirty seven of Ten Thousand Seasons (Ad 1609), the Court just 
couldn’t sustain it anymore. After a tenacious and arduous argument, it managed to get Mr. 
Ten Thousand Seasons to approve the paperwork of several hundred officials. But several 
months had passed and no one took the offices. Further investigation revealed that the 
approvals actually had never been issued. 


By law, the one in charge of issuing the approvals was the executive palace emissary of the 
Ministry of Personnel. But no one was at that position. Would a ghost have to issue the 
approvals? 


Even prisoners suffered, not to mention officials. By year thirty eight of Ten Thousand 
Seasons (AD 1610), nearly a thousand prisoners were incarcerated in the prison of the Ministry 
of Justice. No one was on them. Some petty thefts would have been just punished by a fine 
after a trial, but instead they were jailed for years. The reason was simple. Officials at the 
Ministry of Justice had all left. With no one succeeding them, these things were of course left 
unattended. 


But prisoners had to feel lucky. After all, the people who fed them were still there. 


It was hard to take a position and it was equally hard to quit a position. Today, if after 
finishing your work, you say I’m going to quit tomorrow, no one will stop you. But if you 
want to wait for your resignation request to get approved, then perhaps you have to wait for 
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several years. If you can’t wait anymore and simply leave, no one will investigate you either. 


In summary, the government of Ten Thousand Seasons was basically no government. In 


this sense, he ought to be an anarchist. For him, having such forward thinking was not easy. 


Usually when historians described this period, they always wrote angrily. In harsh words 
they criticized the emperor as muddleheaded and corrupt, the government was a failure, and 


people living in torment and misery. 
But in my view, those who saw it this way were either pretentious or ignorant. 


The fact was absolutely not so. The era of Ten Thousand Seasons was the period when 
economy was the most developed in Ming. This was the period when the so-called burgeoning 
capitalism started to flourish. 


People lived enjoyable lives. They did whatever they wanted to do. At the start of Ming, an 
introductory letter was required if someone wanted to leave a village. If someone was caught 
perambulating without permission he would be sent to military service. In the years of Ten 
Thousand Seasons, even residence registration was abolished, not to mention introductory 
letter. If you were able, no one would have cared if you went to America. 


Needless to say, people’s everyday life was even better. There were neither officials in 
many local governments, nor were there any taxes and corruption. Many peasants went to 
cities to work. They became Ming’s peasant workers. 


These people also had freedom. They worked here for a few days and there for a few days. 
Most of the employers were from Zhejiang areas. Although there were some unkind 
employers paying these peasant workers late, overall speaking, they followed the rules. 


Over time, there were more and more people in cities. These people became so-called 
citizens. The famous Ming city culture thrived. The literatures most popular among city 
residents were Golden Lotus and Three Works. 


By today’s standards, most of these books contain some dross from old times and should 
be limited in distribution. There should be at least some notes like these many words are 
crossed out. But back then, even the government didn’t bother with that. Who cared? Full and 
unedited editions appeared everywhere with impunity. 


There were also no rules about attire. Back in Zhu Yuan Zhang’s era, the material and color 
of one’s garment were all explicitly specified. People were not allowed to wear clothes not 
conforming to his position. One would be hit in the butt for a violation. Now no one cared 
about it. People wore whatever they liked. Gradually unisex attires appeared. In other words, 
men wore women’s clothes, used makeups, and appeared feminine (they were not eunuchs). 
They flaunted their appearances in public and were rather popular. 
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At least they wore women’s clothes. Even more sensational was that often some people 
(not just a few) chose to wear nothing. They strove in public naked, in other words, they did 
naked runs. In the beginning people screamed. After some time, they no longer attracted much 


attention. 


Ideologies were even harder to contain. Thanks to the wide reach of Wang Shou Ren’s 
Theory of the Mind, especially that of the Taizhou School, the most extreme and most 
outrageous. Theories like Confucianism and Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues 
were thought as trash and fake moralism. In summary, it was about bringing down all moral 
authorities and disdaining against all standards. 


Imperial time moralities and virtues were completely abolished. Sexual liberation became a 
trend and swept the entire country. As what is said in Two Claps'4, there was nothing unusual 
about women divorcing and remarrying. Whorehouses and brothels flourished like budding 
bamboo shoots. Erotic literatures became extremely popular. Many outstanding authors 
emerged and they were followed by many loyal readers. Today’s popular so-called Ming 
erotic literatures are mostly the products of that period. 


At this point, I have nothing more to say. 
Natural economy, it was pure natural economy. 


That is basically the true reality of the era of Ten Thousand Seasons. It was a politically 
chaotic, economically thriving, culturally splendid, and vibrant world. 
But the world was eventually destroyed. 


The origin of the demise was a man. The name of this man was Li Cheng Liang. 


A hero for generations 
Li Cheng Liang was a brute and he was not just an average brute. 


He was born in year five of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1526) to a family that occupied a 
hereditary position of adjutant to the commander of the Garrison of Iron Ridge. It was 
considered a senior military position. But when it came to his generation, the family wasn’t 
doing well at all. The family sold everything that could be sold. He was extremely poor. He 
was so poor that he didn’t even have the money to travel to the capital to inherit his position. 


He also didn’t do well personally. He was still a poor outstanding talent by age forty. Later 
he had to borrow to make up enough money (to inherit a position, one had to bribe) to acquire 
the position. He was poor beyond ordinary measure. 


'* Two Claps is a two volume set of novels written by the prolific and famous novelist Feng Meng Long. 
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But there afterward, he was out of control. 


Eastern Liao at that time was a place in turmoil. Although Altan’s tribe had changed their 
profession by giving up looting and took up trade, when other tribes saw Altan got rich and 
they had no share of the wealth, they became restless. Tribes such as Chahan, Taining, Duoyan, 
and Wanggao came in droves to pillage. Turmoils reigned. The turmoil was so bad that in ten 
years, three Ming senior generals died in battles. 


Then Li Cheng Liang came and everything was resolved. 
Fighting a war actually is much like playing Mahjong. Deploying troops into formation is 
shuffling. Throwing dices means battle starts. The changing battle situation means not 


knowing what kind of tile you'll get next. To win, one has to rely first on techniques and next 
on luck. 


Those who rely solely on luck and always win regardless how they fight are lucky generals. 


Those who rely solely on fighting and always win regardless how they fight are ferocious 


generals. 
Li Cheng Liang must be both a lucky and ferocious general. 


In year four of Grand Celebration (AD 1570), Li Cheng Liang went to Eastern Liao to 
succeed as the garrison commander. But he met no one to do the handover because the 
previous garrison commander Wang Shou Dao had been killed by the Mongols. 


At the time the situation in Eastern Liao was a mess. There were many tribes making 
trouble. If they are all listed, probably nearly a hundred words are needed. Basically the 
following ones were the ones making the most troubles: 


On the Mongol side were the Chahans, who was led by Tuman, the Tainings, who were led 
by Subahai, and the Duoyans, who were led by Dong Hu Li. 


On the Jurchen side were the Jurchens of Jianzhou, which was the Wanggao tribe, Jurchens 
of Sea West, which were the Yehe tribe, and the Hada tribe, whose leaders were Chinganu and 
Megebulu. 


It’s hard to memorize these names and there is no need to memorize them because very 


soon they would be all eliminated by Li Cheng Liang. 


Among these people, the most restive one was Tuman. He led the biggest tribe that was the 
most numerous with tens of thousands. It was a relatively coherent tribe, as manifested that 
when they came to loot, everyone came. Every time they came dust and smoke were 
everywhere and covered the sky. When Ming troops saw them, they ran. They simply weren’t 
able to resist. 
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Thus when Li Cheng Liang came, the first one he had to defeat was the one who poked his 
head out first. 


Ever since Lord Li came to the scene, Tuman had not had an easy time. Starting from year 
one of Ten Thousand Seasons, Li Cheng Liang fought five major and over twenty minor battles. 
Basically there were battles every year and every month. 


It’s not unusual there were always battles. What’s usual was Li Cheng Liang won every 


time. 


Actually his force was very small and at most it numbered about ten to twenty thousand. 
There were two main reasons that allowed him to win every battle: First, it was technology. 
The Iron Clad of Eastern Liao under his command was equipped with triple barrel 
blunderbusses. When the enemy was using knives and he used guns, it was an obvious 
mismatch. 


The next was tactics. Li Cheng Liang was not only valiant and good at fighting, he also 
liked playing tricks. When the enemy came on an attack, he placed a lot of goods out and 
waited. When the Mongols dismounted to loot he launched his attack. In addition, he was also 
devious and often raided the enemy. Relying on these two advantages, in ten years he killed 
almost fifty thousand enemy cavalrymen. Tuman was so tormented that he had no strength 
left. 


When I read this part of the history and recall the credibility problem of his son Li Ru Song, 
I have to sigh: family education is very important. 


With Tuman quieted down, Taining also fared miserably. Not only were they beaten and 
chased around, in year ten of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1582), their leader Subahai was also 
ambushed and beheaded. 


With Mongols put to rest, Jurchens came alive. 


The Jurchens for generations lived in Eastern Liao areas of Ming. By the era of Ten 
Thousand Seasons, there were mainly four tribes: Sea West Jurchens, Jianzhou Jurchens, 
Heilongjiang Jurchens, and East Sea Jurchens. 


The two groups of people in Heilongjiang and East Sea had always been poor and even 
feeding themselves was a problem. They didn’t even have the tools to carry out plunders. 


They could basically be ignored. 
The most problematic was Jianzhou Jurchens. 


The leader of Jianzhou Jurchens was Wanggao. In today’s words, the man was an 


ungrateful animal. 
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Initially he had been a landlord there. Later his strength grew and Ming bestowed him the 
Commander of the Garrison of Jianzhou. The position was a decent one but the man was not 
satisfied. Then he made himself the military governor. 


Wanggao’s territory was close to Fushun and Ming allowed him to trade with Fushun, 
which resulted in high income for him. But the man was not satisfied. He lured and killed the 
general who garrisoned Fushun. He just wanted to carry out a robbery. 


Because he was always not satisfied, Li Cheng Liang was also not satisfied with him. In 
year one of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1573), he took an opportunity and had a fight with 
him. 

At the start, Ming had fewer troops and Wanggao had the upper hand. He became 
dissatisfied again and gave a hard chase. In the end he fell into Li Cheng Liang’s trap. Then he 
took a hard flight. He ran all the way from Jianzhou to Sea West. General Li was also a 
persistent man and chased him from Jianzhou to Sea West. Wanggao was hopeless and had to 


surrender. 


Once he surrendered, most of his men were killed. He was delivered to the capital and 
executed by slicing. 


But amid the chaos, one man escaped. This man’s name was Atai and he was Wanggao’s 


son. Ten years later, calamities would originate from here. 
Jianzhou Jurchens were finished. The next one to fix was Sea West Jurchens. 
Among the Sea West Jurchens, the first to get finished was the Yehe tribe. 
We have to say Li Cheng Liang’s way of eliminating the Yehe tribe was very disgraceful. 


In year eleven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1583), the Yehe tribal leader Beile’ Chinganu 
came to Kaiyuan with two thousand of his people for the purpose of trading horses. Here they 
would trade livestock for goods they needed. 


Coming happily and returning loaded, for numerous times in the past that had been 
always how they did it before. 


But this time was different. 

When they were about to enter Kaiyuan, Ming soldiers stopped them and said: 
“You've got too many people and we can’t have all of them in the city.” 
Chinganu thought for a moment and replied: 


“All right, I’ll bring three hundred with me.” 


'S Beile was a Jurchen title of nobility. 
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Not until he entered the city, was he surprised to discover there were neither merchants 
nor tradesmen and there were no packed crowds, instead there was only an open ground. 


Then he heard an explosion. 


When the explosion was heard, Li Cheng Liang from outside of the city gave the order of 
attack. Thousands of Ming troops rushed on and in just a few minutes, both Chinganu and the 
three hundred people he took with him were killed. The Ming troops outside of the city were 
also very efficient. Only four hundred forty of Yehes escaped. 


The next one was the Hadas. 


Relatively speaking, Hadas were less numerous and also didn’t make much trouble. Li 
Cheng Liang initially didn’t intend to finish them. But unfortunately, Hada had Megebulu and 
Megebulu had an idea: join forces with Yehe. 


That was problematic. Li Cheng Liang’s target was neither the Mongols, nor even the 
Jurchens. The only rule for him to select his enemy was strength. 
Strength that grew so strong that threatened the empire had to be destroyed. 


Guided by this doctrine, Li Cheng Liang raided Hada and completely destroyed its main 
force. The problem was solved. 


From year four of Grand Celebration to year nineteen of Ten Thousand Seasons, in twenty 


two years, Li Cheng Liang turned Eastern Liao to a halcyon, sordid but quiet, land. 


If the tribes united, he incited discords. Once discords became enmities, he began sorting 
them. Those who obeyed him were given carrots. Those who resisted him were given sticks. In 
years he fought nearly a hundred battles and got more than a dozen huge victories. He 
destroyed over a hundred thousand enemies. He achieved and received citations and awards 
every year. He was promoted every year and also became richer every year. Even Qi Ji Guang 
had to step aside. His achievements were so grand and his records were unimpeachable. 


Except the battle in year eleven of Ten Thousand Seasons. 


In year eleven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1583), Li Cheng Liang received a piece of 
news: Atai came. 


Having escaped from the slaughter in the battle and with hatred toward Ming etched in his 
bones, he started his enterprise for the second time. After ten years of strenuous killings and 
pillaging, he successfully became a big bandit from a little robber. He also built his own 
barracks and continued to resist Ming. 


To deal with this sort of men, Li Cheng Liang had one and the only method. 
In February of year eleven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1583), he started out from Fushun 


147 


An Obscure Enemy 


to attack Atai’s barracks. 


The attack was not as easy as expected. Atai was exceptionally stubborn. Li Cheng Liang 
exerted all he had. But neither head-on attacks nor attacks by fire were successful. Having no 
other alternatives, he found two helpers. 


The two helpers of his were actually his guides. One was Nikan Wailan and the other was 
Giocangga. 


The two were both local tribe leaders. Li Cheng Liang wanted them to go to negotiate with 
Atai. A contract would end the matter. 


Of course abiding by the contract would be a different matter. The important thing was to 
first get the man out. 


The two men went there. But Li Cheng Liang overlooked an important detail, their motives. 


They were both Jurchens of Jianzhou, the two men had different motivations and different 
identities. 


Nikan Wailan was the owner of the city nearby. He wanted to help Li Cheng Liang because 
eliminating Atai would be a boon for him. 


But Giocangga came for his granddaughter. Atai was his grandson-in-law. 


When the two men came to the edge of the barrack, different motives would result in 
different behaviors. 


Giocangga said to Nikan Wailan: Let me go in to urge him to surrender. You wait outside 
and don’t act. 


Nikan Wailan agreed. 
Giocangga entered the city and met Atai. Then he began his lobbying. 


Unfortunately his lobbying skill was not so good. He talked until his mouth dried but Atai 
showed no reaction. 


Time went by and Nikan Wailan, waiting outside, became anxious. 

But he understood he couldn’t move because Giocangga was still inside. 

At this crucial moment, Li Cheng Liang’s messenger came and delivered only one sentence: 
“Why is this still not resolved?” 

To Li Cheng Liang, it was just a regular urge. 

But this sentence, when went into Nikan Wailan’s head, became an order. 


He came neither for Giocangga nor Atai. He came for his own interest and territory and for 
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gaining Li Cheng Liang’s support. 
He would resolve the problem in his own way. 
He walked to the edge of the barrack and in a loud voice began his own negotiation: 


“The grand army of the Heavenly Empire is here. You have nowhere to go. The grand tutor 
(Li Cheng Liang) has issued the order, whoever kills Atai will be the master of this land!” 


That was a lie. 


Promising official positions was Nikan Wailan’s creation. Although Li Cheng Liang was 
not trustworthy, a little barrack, with the ongoing attack, was not worth promising with a big 
check. 


But in reality, a poor man doesn’t need much. Even a bad check was enticing enough. 


We have to admit nomads were just a little more trusting. Once the shout was finished, 
without neither thought struggles nor heated arguments, people grabbed their weapons and 
rushed toward Atai. 


It’s not known who delivered the first blow. Anyway people fought to hack him and the 
hacks were ceaseless. The result was he was hacked to death. Even Giocangga fell as a victim. 


Although Li Cheng Liang, outside of the barracks, didn’t know what was going on, he 
knew what he had to do. He led his troops and charged in. 


Because he didn’t know Nikan Wailan’s contract (nonetheless it was probably useless even 
if he knew), he had nothing to worry about. He did it just a bit too much. Inside the barracks 
there were two thousand and three hundred people and none survived. 


Accompanying Giocangga, his son Taksi also entered the barracks. He also died inside. 


But to Li Cheng Liang, it was not important. It didn’t matter much having a few more men 
killed. In his career of combats, it was just an insignificant battle. He cleaned up the battlefield, 
collected heads, and reported his success. Then he went home to sleep. 


But Nikan Wailan was happy, despite at the expense of Giocangga. After all, he had 
appeased Li Cheng Liang. To him, it was also a big success. 


But somewhere unseen to them, one man had ignited the fire, which would become a 
conflagration that eventually would sweep the land. He was Giocangga’s grandson and 
Taksi’s son. His name was Nurhaci. 


Perpetrator of the crime of centuries 


Nurhaci was outraged. He had the right to get outraged. His grandfather and father died 
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and their death was unjust. It seemed Li Cheng Liang caused the death of only two loved ones 
when in fact it was the death of five. 


If you still remember, Giocangga entered the barracks in order to save Atai’s wife, who was 
his granddaughter. Of course she was also Nurhaci’s cousin. She also died in the chaos. She 
was the third one. 

Atai was the husband of his cousin and he was the fourth one. But his relationship with 
Nurhaci was far more complicated than you can imagine. 

In year thirty eight of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1559), Nurhaci was born in Hetuala. His 
grandfather Giocangga and father Taksi were all hereditary Jurchen nobles and had been the 
left commander of Department of Jianzhou. 

Ironically, although his family had a high social standing, Nurhaci’s living standard was 
very low. The family had five brothers and he was the eldest one. But he was treated like a 


little brother. He had to help with work and possessed nothing. 


The reason was simple. At the time, all Jurchen tribes were really poor. Even Jurchen 
nobles, although not very poor, were still poor. For a better life, when he was young, Nurhaci 


had gone temporarily to live with his maternal grandfather. 
This grandfather of his was, our old friend, Wanggao. 
Now, let me wash my face first and then sort out the relationships among them: 


Nurhaci’s mother was Wanggao’s daughter. Thus Atai was Nurhaci’s uncle. But Atai also 
married Nurhaci’s cousin, thus he was also his cousin’s husband. That’s still fine. But if we in 
turn look at Nurhaci’s father Taksi’s generation, there is more confusion. Atai was both Taksi’s 


niece’s husband and his brother-in-law. 


Confusing for sure, but considering the livelihood of the Jurchens, they were relatives 


anyway, which was okay. 


Now you should understand how aggrieved Nurhaci was. Under Li Cheng Liang’s knives, 
he lost his grandfather Giocangga, maternal grandfather Wanggao, father Taksi, cousin XXX 


(sorry, couldn’t find the name), and uncle Atai (and his cousin’s husband). 
The grief-stricken Nurhaci met a Ming official and asked angrily: 
“Why are my grandfathers killed, give me a reason!” 
The Ming official was courteous and offered an explanation: 
“We are sorry. We didn’t do it on purpose. It was a mistake!” 
Obviously the explanation was not good enough. The Ming official also prepared some 


gifts in order to sooth Nurhaci’s wounded heart. 
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The gifts included thirty imperial orders, thirty horses, and one brevet for military 
governorship. 


We all know what horses and the brevet are. Now let me explain what the imperial orders 
are. 

In today’s terms, the imperial orders were trade permits. 

The Jurchens lived in deeply wooded regions. They lacked everything except bears. When 
the life got tough, if they had to resort to force, they were not as good as the Mongols. But 
Ming didn’t want to open trades. Finding no better alternative, they resorted to a compromise. 
One imperial order meant one trade. Thirty imperial orders meant thirty trades. 

Ming’s intention was clear. People are already dead, here is your compensation, go away. 

To be fair, the compensation was too low. It seemed it was not enough to sooth Nurhaci’s 
anger. 

But he accepted it. 


He accepted everything and went back to his home. 


Then he collected his tribesmen, killed an ox, and conducted a worship service to the 
heaven. He took out a family heirloom of thirteen armors and declared a rebellion. 


Having collected compensation and then declaring a rebellion carried the same connotation 
as having received payment but refusing to do the job. Nurhaci took the first step toward his 
own future. This year he was twenty five. 


According to many historical documents, the following is the glorious history of Comrade 
Nurhaci’s accomplishments. First he killed Nikan Wailan and united with Jurchens of 
Jianzhou. Then he defeated the Yehe, the strongest Jurchen tribe. By year forty six of Ten 
Thousand Seasons (AD 1618), he united all Jurchens. 


Then it is ended with some similar comments: extraordinarily glorious, very inspiring, and 
very arduous, etcetera. 


I agree with these comments. But I have to add two more words: very bizarre. 


It was said Nurhaci lived in woods since his childhood. He hunted and gathered 
mushrooms and then brought his gatherings to trade for other goods. The tough life made him 
strong willed. He drank spring water when he was thirsty and gnawed ginsengs when he was 
hungry, which made him strong. He was a natural talent and learned everything himself. And 
he was very good at fighting. 


These advantages and a rebellion with thirteen armors made him invincible. 


But that was absolutely not possible. 
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When Nurhaci started his rebellion, his weapons were arrows and bows, not ballistic 
missiles. He had thirteen body armors, not thirteen bullet proof vests. Among the many 
Jurchen tribes, he was just a minor figure. 


But it took only thirty years for the minor figure to unite Jurchen, found a government, 
occupy Eastern Liao, which had been heavily garrisoned, and openly challenge Ming. 


I have come to a conclusion: he got help. 
The man who helped him was Li Cheng Liang. 


I am not a conspiracy theorist. But I am surprised to see in numerous history books and 
documents on Qing, the horrific death of Grandfather Giocangga, Li Cheng Liang’s 
indifference and cruelty, Nurhaci’s helpless situation are all described in great details. But they 
all overlooked a detail, that Nurhaci’s grandfather Giocangga was Li Cheng Liang’s friend, a 
good friend. 


According to some notes, Nurhaci and Li Cheng Liang had known each other a long time 
ago. Not only did they know each other, Nurhaci also had worked as Li Cheng Liang’s aide. 
The two had been embroiled in a mysterious way. 


It was said when Nurhaci was a youth, he had been arrested by Li Cheng Liang for making 
trouble. Soon after, Nurhaci was released but he was not released by Li Cheng Liang. 


The one who released Nurhaci was Li Cheng Liang’s wife (a concubine). The reason for her 
to decide to release Nurhaci was very simple, the man’s good look. If the two had other things 
going between them, I don’t know and I don’t want to know. 


There are many other related stories. Some said Nurhaci had fought with Li Cheng Liang 
and had been the capital city, and other variants. More incredibly, it was said Nurhaci and Li 
Cheng Liang were also in-laws. Nurhaci’s younger brother was Surhaci, who had a daughter, 
who was married to Li Cheng Liang’s son, Li Ru Bai as a concubine. 


In addition, various indications showed that the brave and aggrieved Nurhaci was not only 
good at fighting and had a good constitution, he was also very good at building relationships. 
He often sent gifts to Li Cheng Liang. His gifts were delivered in wagonloads. When he had to 
bootlick, he exerted all he had (Ming historian Meng Seng’s words). 


Thus we have reasons to believe that between the Nurhaci family and Li Cheng Liang 
family, there were some ulterior connections. 


Once you know this and go back to review some of the previous records, you'll find the 
second version of the long told and widespread story and the true secret hidden behind it. 


In February of year eleven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1583), Nurhaci’s grandfather and 
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father were killed by mistake. Nurhaci accepted the commission to govern his tribe. 


In December of year eleven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1583), Nurhaci’s arch nemesis, 
Chinganu of the Yehe tribe, which was the most powerful of the Jurchen tribes, was defeated. 
In all, over two thousand of his men were killed. His influence was greatly reduced. 


Soon after that, Nurhaci attacked Nikan Wailan. Nikan Wailan thought he deserved 
recognition for what he did and went to Li Cheng Liang, who then promptly handed him over 
to Nurhaci. 


In year fifteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1587), Sea West Jurchen Hada’s Megebulu 
joined forces with Yehe and it was discovered by Li Cheng Liang, who followed with an attack. 
Over five hundred were killed. 


In year fifteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1588), Yehe regained strength. Li Cheng 
Liang attacked again and killed Chinganu’s son Nalinbolo. With over six hundred killed, 
Yehe’s strength was greatly diminished and had to retire to recuperate. 


In year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1593), Nurhaci finally united Jianzhou 
Jurchens and became the most powerful tribe among the Jurchens. 


In September of year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1593), seeing Nurhaci had 
become stronger and stronger, Sea West Jurchen’s Yehe tribe formed a coalition with Hada 
and nine Mongol’s Khorchin and other tribes to attack Nurhaci. The allies were defeated with 
over four thousand killed. In history it is known as the Battle of Gure. 


After the battle, Nurhaci cut the body of Yehe leader into two pieces. One piece was 
preserved and other was given to the Yehe tribe. Since then, the Yehes and Aisin Gioros 


became eternal foes. It was said at the time of defeat its leader made this proclamation: 
“Even when the Yehes have only one woman left, she’Il overthrow you!” 
The Yehe tribe lived on the banks of Nara River. Thus it is also known as Yehenara. 
Li Cheng Liang did something unfair. He propped up Nurhaci and fostered Ming’s enemy. 
But to be fair, he didn’t do it on purpose. He was not a so-called traitor. 


In his eyes Nurhaci was just a feeble cat. He clothed him, fed him, and raised him. 
Eventually he would become a tame and obedient cat. 


The cat grew bigger. Its torso became stronger. Its meows became shrill. Sharp nails grew 
on its paws. Finally it showed its fangs. Now we finally know it’s not a cat but a tiger. It’s not a 
pet but a beast. 


Li Cheng Liang’s perception was bad, unusually bad. 
In year nineteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1591), Li Cheng Liang retired. Prior to that, 
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he had destroyed Mongol, Yehe, Hada, and all the big tribes, except Nurhaci. 
Not only did he not attack Nurhaci, he also eliminated his enemies. Li Cheng Liang had to 


be someone who did more than he was asked. 


Ten years later, Li Cheng Liang came back. By now, Nurhaci had united Jurchens of 
Jianzhou and became very powerful. But in Li Cheng Liang’s view, he still looked like a tame 
kitten. Then he made a wrong decision, abandoning Six Forts. 


Six Forts was a military base of Ming in Eastern Liao and was a key position in restraining 
the Jurchens. It was also the only shield for the Eastern Liao’s key positions Fushun and 
Qinghe. If it was lost, Jurchen forces would be able to roam Eastern Liao unimpeded. 


Six Forts at the time was not threatened by a great military force. There was no shortage of 
provisions. No matter what, it should not, no need to, and could not be abandoned. 


But Li Cheng Liang abandoned it. 


In year thirty four of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1606), Li Cheng Liang abandoned Six 
Forts, relocated the one hundred thousand residents there, and handed it to Nurhaci. 


It was a wrong decision. It was also a shameless decision. General Li Cheng Liang not only 
lost a key strategic position and destroyed the homes of a hundred thousand, he also reported 
his action as an achievement to the government. He said he had “reclaimed over a hundred 
thousand border residents”. He truly didn’t know what the word shameless meant. 


Without any cost Nurhaci took Six Forts. Ming’s prosperity, wealth, and weakness were 
exposed to him. At that moment he finally saw Desire and the possibility of realizing his desire. 

In year forty three of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1615), Li Cheng Liang died. He was 
ninety. He had been an accomplished man of a generation and a criminal of centuries. 

He made contributions for a generation and originated a calamity that lasted centuries. He 
wouldn’t be redeemed if he died ten thousand times for his crime. 

Months later, in year forty four of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1616), Nurhaci established a 
government in Hetuala. He named his reign year Heaven’s Will. In history it is called Later Jin. 
Nurhaci declared himself the Khan of Heaven’s Will. That indicated he was conscious of 
saving Li Cheng Liang’s face, at least for a few months. 

Sea West Jurchen, Yehes, and Hadas, all these nouns would no longer exist. The Jurchen 
now was the only Jurchen and was Nurhaci’s Jurchen and the Jurchen that had its own written 
language (Nurhaci got someone to create it). It was the Jurchen that had a system of Eight 


Pennants and the Jurchen with an elite cavalry force. 


Eastern Liao could no longer contain Nurhaci. He had never been an honest and dutiful 
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commoner. Nor was he a law-abiding citizen. When the present wealth and territory could no 
longer satisfy his desires, the wealthy Great Empire of Ming would be his only choice. 


Well, the face mask was no longer needed, neither was the camouflage. The only thing he 
had to do was to draw out his knife and indiscriminately kill her soldiers, loot her people, and 


rob away all of their wealth. 


Killing her soldiers would give him equipment and horses. Looting her people would give 
him slaves. Seizing wealth would strength the Great Empire of Jin. 


Of course these words couldn’t be uttered. A robber didn’t need excuses to kill and loot. 


But to a group of robbers a reason was very necessary. 


In January of year forty six of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1618), Nurhaci issued his 
proclamation for war in Hetuala: 


“This year, we'll conquer Ming!” 
It was useless to just issue a proclamation. No matter what, he had to find a reason for war. 
In April, Nurhaci found reasons, seven of them. 


It is the so-called Seven Great Griefs. In his essay, Mr. Nurhaci enumerated seven 
mistreatments Ming had dealt to him. There is no need to copy the entire essay here. But it’s 
worth noting that on nitpicking, he had really devoted some effort in this essay. 


Deaths of grandfathers and father surely must be mentioned. Li Cheng Liang’s protection 
surely must not be mentioned. Some important incidents surely wouldn’t be missed. For 
example, problems at the border: people entered our borders without permission. Economic 
problems: our grains were harvested. Diplomatic problems: ten Jurchens were killed at the 


border (the reason looks so familiar). 


Among them, the most interesting one is: Ming is partial on the side of Yehe and Hada, 


which is unfair to us. 


On this charge, it’s hard to say what was really Ming’s view. But the Yehes and Hadas, 
who had been mauled countless number of times by Comrade Li Cheng Liang, surely would 


have something to say. 


The Seven Great Griefs had been rebutted by Yuan Chong Huan and many others. I’m not 
going to do something solely for the purpose of adding more troubles. I just think it was 
unnecessary for Mr. Nurhaci to do it. If you want to rob, just go ahead and rob. If you want to 
kill, just go ahead and kill. Why do you have to go through so much pain? 


Kill all those who dare to resist, take away everything that can be taken away, occupy all 
the lands that can be occupied, the purpose is very clear. 
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Committing to robbery doesn’t need excuses. 


In April of year forty six of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1618), Nurhaci first pointed his 
saber to Fushun, his first target. 


An ancient Roman general uttered the following lament after fighting the Germans for 


years: 


They don’t know military affairs but they are valiant; they don’t know scheming but they 


are cunning. 
This is a simple statement of profound meaning. 


Many have said the best teacher is not a teacher of special rank and not a well-known 


school, but interest. 
But I’m going to tell you that the answer is wrong. 
In this world, the best teacher is survival. 


For a piece of land, a house, a piece of meat, and live one more day in this world, to get 
familiar with the skill of killing, mastering the secret of looting, there is no need to urge, to 


persuade. In every day’s life and death struggle, one learns about survival and how to survive. 
Survival is difficult. To survive, one has to be more cunning and more brutal. 


In the Battle of Fushun, what we see was not galloping nomad cavalry and open and fair 


charge, instead, it was scheming and intrigue that were even more sinister and cunning. 


On April 15" of year forty six of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1618), Nurhaci arrived at the 


suburb of Fushun. 
But he didn’t launch an attack. Instead, he spread a message in the city. 


The message said on the next day, three thousands of Jurchens would bring large 


quantities of goods to trade. 


The general who garrisoned Fushun accepted it and promised to open the gate to welcome 


the caravan of traders. 


The next morning (the fifteenth), the caravans came. Fushun opened its gate. People and 


merchants walked out of the city in anticipation of trading. 


Then the smiling Jurchen traders took out their knives, the only goods they carried for the 
trade. 


Trade turned into robbery and caravans of merchants became troops. Apparently, the 


Jurchens were more enthusiastic about doing business at no cost. 


Nurhaci’s troops didn’t have to hide anymore. The elite cavalries of Eight Pennants, aided 
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by the caravans of merchants, began attacking Fushun. 

The defending Ming troops reacted quickly and began to organize for resistance. Then not 
long after, the resistance stopped. The city became quiet. 

The unusual change didn’t surprise Nurhaci because everything had been in his plan. 

Pretty soon he met Li Yong Fang, the key game piece in his plan. 

Li Yong Fang was one of the generals defending Fushun. A brief introduction is need, he 
was a traitor. 

He sold out Fushun and in return he received a position as a deputy general and one of 
Nurhaci’s granddaughters. 

With Fushun’s fall, Nurhaci grabbed all the treasures and goods and people he could have 
grabbed. Ming suffered a huge loss. 


Of course Ming wouldn’t accept the loss. Garrison Commander Zhang Cheng Yin pursued 
Nurhaci. But he was ambushed by Hong Taiji. He was killed in action and his entire force was 
annihilated. 


The Battle of Fushun allowed Nurhaci to seize over three hundred thousand people and 
livestock. He acquired unprecedented amount of wealth. But that was only the beginning. 


To Nurhaci, there were many reasons to continue the robbery. 


Jurchens lacked goods of everyday use. If they had to trade with something it would be too 
cumbersome. Developing handicraft industry was iffy. Robbery got them the fastest return. 
More importantly, at the moment the Jurchens were suffering from a disaster. Grass withered 
and number of wild games reduced drastically. These lords cultivated no lands and food 


shortage aroused discontent in the tribes. Conflicts seethed. 


Robbery had to be continued, which benefited in multiple ways. It served to fill voids in 
manufacturing, as well as solving food problems. In addition, it helped to divert the 
discontents. 


In July of year forty six of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1618), he set out for an attack again. 
This time, his target was Qinghe. 

Qinghe is today’s Benxi of Liaoning Province. To reach Liaoyang and Shenyang, one had to 
go through Qinghe. It occupied a very important strategic position. 

The way Qinghe fell once again demonstrated Nurhaci was really really a cunning guy. 


In early July, he took his forces out but didn’t attack Qinghe. Instead he went to the 
opposite direction to make trouble. Ostensibly he declared he was going to attack Yehe. Then 
he turned back and attacked Qinghe. 
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Once he arrived at Qinghe, he didn’t start the assault. He again played his old trick. First he 
sent spies, who dressed themselves as traders, into the city. Then he launched the assault. With 
help from inside and Qinghe was defended by fewer men and were isolated, the defending 


force of ten thousand were all annihilated. 


What happened next was almost the same. Over a hundred thousand people from the city 
were all packed up and carried away by Nurhaci. Now he got money, slaves, and food. He 


filled a void. Food was secured. Tensions were loosened. 


But what he left behind was a completely empty land, numerous numbers of civilians died 
of hunger because he took away their food and left behind him was unquantifiable misery, 


pain, and despair. 


At least one point should be recognized, regardless of one’s point of view, stance, interest, 


purpose, motive, thought, feeling, or ideology: 


That was plunder, selfishness, and ruthlessness. That was the plunder that brought 


miseries to countless number of people. 
“Immeasurable grieving weeps and sorrowful wails are behind all glorious conquests.” 


Source: yours truly. 
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A battle 


Nurhaci was a great military strategist, at least that’s the way I think. 


As a nomad tribal leader who had received no tutelage, not been a military academy, and 
not received formal military training, Nurhaci understood what war was as well as how to win 
a war. His skills at commanding battles had reached the acme of perfection. 

In battles in Fushun, Qinghe, and others, he demonstrated his astonishing military talent. 
He was flawless in determining the enemy movement, choosing the moment of battle, and 
using tricks and deceits. 

No doubt he was the most outstanding military commanders of his time, before the 
emergence of the other two men. 

But to Ming, the outstanding military strategist was just a terrible robber. He was not only 
bad, but also cruel. 

At the end of the battles at Fushun and Qinghe, Nurhaci, who had just concluded his 
plundering and killing, showed not only no compunction and issued no receipt for his looting, 
he also very shamelessly did another thing. 

Before the fortress of Fushun, he picked three hundred local civilians and killed two 
hundred ninety nine and left one alive. 

He cut off the man’s ear and told him to bring a letter back, in which he explained why he 
committed the senseless massacre: 

“If you think I’ve done something wrong, then appoint a time for a battle! If you think 
what I’ve done is right, then send me gold, silver, and fabric to make peace!” 

I’ve seen many kidnappers, but this is the first time I see a kidnapper who asks for ransoms 
after killing his hostages. 


Ming was not Southern Song and had no habit of giving gifts. Their policy was to never 
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yield to kidnappers’ demands, not to mention a robber who had killed the hostages. If we have 
to fight, then let us fight. 


In March of year forty seven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1619), after a prolonged 
preparation, Ming completed assembling its forces and moved toward Hetuala. 


Ming forces were divided into four corps and attacked from east, west, south, and north. 
They were led by four garrison commanders. The names of the commanders and their attack 
routes are as follow: 


The commander of the east corps was Liu Ting, who would attack from Korea. 
The commander of the west corps was Du Song, who would attack from Fushun. 
The commander of the north corps was Ma Lin, who would attack from Kaiyuan. 
The commander of the south corps was Li Ru Bai, who would attack from Qinghe. 
There was only one target for the attacks, Hetuala. 


These four corps of Ming forces totaled a hundred twelve thousand and were transferred 


from different regions. The four commanders were also men worthy of note. 


Li Ru Bai’s stature was the highest. He was Li Cheng Liang’s son and Li Ru Song’s brother. 
But his ability was the poorest. If you say he didn’t know how to fight, that would be unfair. 
But if you say he was really good at fighting, it would be nonsense. 


Ma Lin’s father was Ma Fang, whom we have not mentioned before. But he was really 
good. He was so good that his son Ma Lin, who initially was a scholar, even managed to 
become a garrison commander. As to Mr. Ma’s ability in fighting, I’m sure you already know. 


That was basically the situation of these two corps. Judging on their commanders, they 
were of no significance. 


But the other two corps were completely different. 


Liu Ting, the commander of the east corps, is a familiar man to us. His weapon was a big 
knife that weighed more than sixty jins. When he used it, he was like turning a flying wheel. 
He first fought against the Japanese and then he swept the Southwest. Among the Three Major 
Campaigns of Ten Thousand Seasons, he participated in two of them. Asking him to command 
the east corps showed that Ming was determined to get the job done. 


But among the four corps, the biggest force was not the east corps and the fiercest general 
was not Liu Ting. The two most distinguished honors had to belong to the west corps and its 
commander Du Song. 


Du Song was a native from Yulin of Shaanxi. He was originally a colonel when he was in 
Shaanxi. His nickname was Grand Tutor Du. 
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As we have said before, grand tutor was a regular first grade title. Very few earned that 
title. Except Zhang Ju Zheng, others who held that title were usually dead men and the title 
was awarded posthumously. 


But General Du’s title was indeed bestowed on him by others. The difference is that it was 
not bestowed by the Court of Ming. 


When he was garrisoning the border, he often took the initiative to attack the Mongols. He 
was fierce and rough. He fought over a hundred battles and never suffered a defeat. Mongols 
were so afraid of him and because begging for mercy wouldn’t help and heard in the 


government grand tutor ranked the highest in position, they called him grand tutor. 


General Du was not only extraordinarily fierce, his look was also more fierce than usual. 
Because for years he had been in hand to hand combats, he had scars all over his face and 
body. He looked hideous. It was said one couldn’t stop shivering when being looked by him. 


But the ferocious man whom even Liu Ting respected highly, this time came to take the job 
in shackles. Not long ago, he had made a mistake. 


Du Song was fierce but he had his foible. He was a nitpicker. 


A nitpicker usually always nitpicked on others. But the absurdity is that Mr. Du Song 
always nitpicked on himself. 


For instance, previously he quarreled with someone. As a general, most would have 
grabbed something and hacked. But Brother Du, enraged, decided to become a monk. 


That was really bizarre and no one could make sense of it. But before anyone else was able 
to make sense of it, Du Song made it. Then he returned to secular life and continued his career 
in killing men. 

Later he was promoted and went to Eastern Liao and became a garrison commander. 
Although he rose in rank, his personality didn’t change. For anyone else, if he fought and was 
taken advantage of (not a defeat), usually all he had to do was write a self-criticizing review 
and then redeem himself next time. 


But something didn’t work right in his mind, the fellow wanted to kill himself. Fortunately 
he was stopped. But to him that wasn’t the end of it. He set a warehouse on fire. He was 
convicted and sent home. 


Despite that many years had gone by and there had been many events, his colleagues were 
still surprised to discover that the man didn’t change a bit. As soon as he reported to Shenyang 
(Ming army’s headquarters), he started boasting: 


{7 


“Tm here this time to capture Nurhaci alive. Don’t mess with me 
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Who’s going to mess with you, if it’s not about doing a good thing? 


Actually no one vied for the glorious job, not even Liu Ting dared. Thus the west corps, the 


best, became his command. 


The four Ming armies totaled a hundred twelve thousand and the situation was basically 
like that. Ming had more men. The forest was big and there were all kinds of men and birds 
flying in it. There were hotheads, scholars, and gung-hos, men of all kinds. 


Oops, we forgot a birdbrained, Yang Hao, the managing strategist of Eastern Liao. 


Yang Hao had made his appearance before. To be honest, I don’t want this man to appear 
again. But unfortunately, I am not the director and I don’t have the power to replace an actor. 


As a helpless bystander, seeing it’s unfolding and ending, all I can do is sigh and only sigh. 


The Ming troops came from seven provinces of the country, as well as units from Korea 
and Yehe. The best commanders were sent to command. The army totaled a hundred twelve 
thousand men and publicly the claim was four hundred seventy thousand. This was the 
largest military campaign since the Incident of Fort Tumu. 


To accomplish something a hundred twelve thousand were needed. But to ruin something, 
one was enough. 


Looking at it from this angle, Yang Hao had to be an accomplished man. 


Ever since the defeat in Korea, Yang Hao had stayed low for quite a while. But although 
the man was not good at military affairs, he was good at building relationships. Besides, the 
man was relatively tame. Twenty years later, once again he became the left deputy minister of 
war and right censor general. In addition, he also joined an organization, the Zhe Party. 


The first secretary at the time was Fang Cong Zhe, a diehard member of the Zhe Party. The 
Zhe Party’s first secretary naturally would use Zhe Party’s general. The glorious task fell on 
Yang Hao’s shoulder. 


Despite that later many East Wood men used Yang Hao to attack Fang Cong Zhe, to be fair, 
on this matter, Fang Cong Zhe was really just a scapegoat. 


I have done some research. Brother Yang Hao’s birth date is not known. But he was a 
distinguished scholar of year eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1580). Considering his 
intellectual capacity and behavior, there was a very small chance that he passed the exam 
before he was twenty. A man of thirty stands alone. A man of forty knows the world. So it was 
possible that he passed in his thirties or forties. 


In this sense, by year forty seven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1619), Granddad Yang 


would be at least over sixty. Among the generals who had the seniority and been in war, he 
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was perhaps the only one. 
First Secretary Fang had no other choice. 
The outcome of the battle also had no other choice. 


On February 21 of year forty seven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1619), Yang Hao sat in 


his headquarters in Shenyang and issued the order to commence the march. 
Soon after the order was issued, a report came back: 
There is heavy rain today and we can’t go. 
Can’t go, okay, let’s take a break. 
The break lasted four days. On February 25, Yang Hao said, we’re going today. 
Soon after the order was issued, another report came back: 
Snow is falling in Eastern Liao. Roads are muddy. Request to postpone the march. 


For decades, although Mr. Yang Hao wasn’t so good at fighting, he was rather good with 
people. He rarely became angry with others. He was receptive to all reasonable suggestions. If 
he was fine with a delay caused by the rain then it seemed that it would not be a problem to 
have a snow delay. 


In this world, we have no problem with men behaving good or behaving bad, but we really 
have problems with men who convulse, behaving sometimes good and sometimes bad. 


Yang Hao was a man who was prone to convulsions. It was not known what irritated him, 
he suddenly exploded: 


“Tt is for this day that the country has been feeding you. Anyone who delayed and obstruct 
will be court martialed!” 


Having said that, he hung the Royal Sword" at the door. It meant anyone who dared to say 


another word would be executed. 


Having been feckless for decades now he suddenly found his virility. It was truly 
something worthy of applauds. 


But what happened next took away Mr. Yang’s virility. 


By convention, before an army began its march, a ceremony was held. Usually a traitor or 
some sort would be executed as a sacrifice for the flag. Then a few animals would be killed as 


sacrifice to heaven. 


For the flag sacrifice, they got a deserter from Fushun. The knife fell and it was done. But 


'© & Royal Sword was a sword used by the emperor given to a general to symbolize authority. Usually in war a general was 
given the power to exercise his absolute authority on a campaign without the emperor’s approval. 
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when offering sacrifice to heaven, it hit a big snag. 

The reality is, sometimes it’s much harder to kill animals than killing men. It’s not known if 
the ox that was used as an offering to heaven was a transform of a god or the knife was too 
dull, it took some puncturing, kicking, and quite some hassle to finish the ox. 

In imperial China, of course there had to be some superstition. When something like this 
happened during the ceremony, it drew a lot of comments. But somehow Mr. Yang Hao 
suddenly went ahead of his time. Showing his bold spirit that he was asuperstitious and 
atheist, he firmly issued his order: 

March! 

Then he did a foolish thing. Something so foolish that it caused chills in people’s spines. 

Before he started the march, Yang Hao wrote down the time, place, and destination of his 
troops’ march in a letter. He enjoined the messenger to make sure that the letter would be 


delivered. 
The name of the recipient was Nurhaci. 
Many people later couldn’t understand his action. Some even thought he was a traitor. 


But I think it’s not unusual at all for Yang Hao to do something like this, given his 
intellectual capacity. 

In Yang Hao’s mind, he had a hundred twelve thousand men. But all Nurhaci had under 
him totaled only sixty thousand. His Du Song and Liu Ting had been in numerous battles and 
were very experienced. It was not a problem at all for him to deal with the mountain guerillas. 

Based on that thinking, Yang Hao thought it was necessary for the army of the Heavenly 
Empire to issue the letter. 

After successfully finishing an ox and writing the threatening letter, the four corps began 
their marches. The Battle of Sarhu, as known in history, thus began. 

But even before the battle began, the outcome of the battle had already been decided. 

For several hundred years almost everyone overlooked an essential problem, that it was 
not possible to destroy Nurhaci with this Ming army alone. 

Although Nurhaci’s army had only sixty thousand men, they were battle hardened elite 
troops and most of them were cavalry. But the Ming army was different. The twelve hundred 


thousand were a hodgepodge of men from everywhere of the country. Except Du Song and 
Liu Ting’s forces, their fighting ability was not something that could be counted on. 


It was not even necessary to compare the abilities of the commanders. They had to know 
that Mr. Nurhaci was not a bandit roaming in the wild. He had fed himself by following Li 
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Cheng Liang and had seen the world. Not only that, the fellow was a natural genius and of 
great command ability. If Li Ru Song was still alive, perhaps there could be a fair fight. Du 
Song and Liu Ting were no match against him. 


Fighting ability was the real reason for the defeat. 
Yang Hao’s mistake was not in what he did but rather in that he did nothing. 


In fact since the day he took over, his defeat was already decided. It would not be easy to 
win the battle just by Ming army’s strength. The addition of his lordship meant winning had 
become impossibility. 

But unfortunately the lord had no sense of it at all and also divided his army into four parts. 


Among the four corps, he gave the best of over sixty thousand to Du Song and asked him 
to be the vanguard. The remaining three corps, which had twenty thousand men each, would 
encircle and attack Nurhaci. 


The idea sounded reasonable in theory but was absurd in practice. 


Following Yang Hao’s idea, the battle would be fought like this: Nurhaci had to stay in 
Hetuala and stay still, waiting for the four columns of the Ming army to arrive; the troops 
would have a glorious rendezvous; and then in the battlefield there would be a faceoff of 
twelve hundred thousand versus sixty thousand (the best scenario would have them 
distributed at two to one); horses would be prohibited and only foot fighting would be 
permitted; then there would be a final decisive battle; and then he would return triumphantly. 


Someone whose brain thought like that deserved only to crash his head against a wall. 


He had to know that Mr. Nurhaci’s day job was the leader of a guerilla force. He pillaged 
and distributed his plunder. He hit and ran. Never did he build fortresses to guard one place 
at all cost. 


That meant if Nurhaci concentrated his forces, Du Song would not have any advantage. 
Making the matter worse was that General Du’s brain had always had some parts missing and 
when he had to play the role against the old sly fox Nurhaci, he was destined to fail. 


Then when Nurhaci heard the Ming army would come in four directions, he uttered only 


one sentence: 
“You may come in all directions. I’m only going to one direction.” 
It’s like I’m watching the unfolding of a tragedy and there is no felicity in the play. 
On February 28, Ming vanguard Du Song arrived in the suburb of Fushun. 
To ensure he would get the first prize, he ordered his soldiers marching day and night 


without stop. But because he ran into Jurchen ambushes, his baggage train fell behind. On 
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March 1, he finally had to pause and set up camp. 


The place of his camp was Sarhu. 


Fight to the death 


By now Du Song had begun to come to some understanding. Ever since he started his 
march, there had not been big battles but ceaseless small skirmishes. Today the enemy set 
something on fire and tomorrow they launched small raids. His provisions had been cut off. 
He had to set up camp and maintain a defensive posture. 


Years of combat experience told him the enemy was right in front of his eyes and would 
probably attack at any moment. The situation was very unfavorable. His subordinates 
recommended a withdrawal. 


But he didn’t withdraw and instead he divided his force of sixty thousand into two parts, 
which bivouacked in Jilin Cliff and Sarhu. 


Du Song actually didn’t underestimate his enemy. In fact he already decided the enemy 
that was hiding nearby him was the main force of the Jurchen army and it numbered at least 


over twenty thousand. 


With the strength of his force, it was not possible for him to attack, but it would not be a 
problem for a defense. Thus he didn’t think he needed to withdraw. 


To be fair, his assessment was accurate. But one thing was different. The enemy force here 


waiting in hiding was not just the Jurchen main force, but the entire force. 


Liu Ting had a very bad luck (or a very good one). Because his route of march was 
somewhat out of way, he lost his way soon after he started. The enemy didn’t find him. Of 
course, he also didn’t find the enemy. 


But the game of groping in the dark didn’t last long. Nurhaci already erased the blood on 
his knife and began to concentrate his attention on finding Liu Ting. 


On March 4, he found him. 


Now Liu Ting had only over ten thousand men and was only one fourth of Nurhaci’s force. 
The outcome had already been decided without a fight. 


But Liu Ting, who ambled in the mountainous valleys, didn’t hear the roars of battle cries. 


Instead, his wait gave him a messenger, Du Song’s messenger. 

The messenger had only one purpose: Deliver Do Song’s order, which asked Liu Ting to 
join him. 

By now, Du Song was already dead. The messenger was an imposter sent by Nurhaci. 
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But Liu Ting didn’t fall into the trap. He immediately rejected the messenger’s request. 
But the reason for his rejection was indeed hilarious: 


“Tam a garrison commander and Du Song is also a garrison commander, on what authority 


is he ordering me?” 


That made even the messenger worried, whose gesticulations with tons of kind words 


finally convinced Liu Ting to agree to join forces with Du Song. 


Then following the directions, he arrived at a place called Abudali Hill, which was just 


dozens of lis away from Hetuala. 
Here he saw Du Song’s banners and army. 
But not until this army charged toward him and attacked, did he know he had been fooled. 
Inferior in number, deep in encirclement, defeat was certain and death was certain. 
But Liu Ting still calmly drew out his knife and started to fight. 
This is how history records described what ensued: 


“His army’s formation broke and Liu Ting was shot by a stray arrow which wounded his 
left arm. He reentered the battle and his right arm was wounded. But he kept on fighting. He 
was cut off from his men. A knife landed on his face and half of his cheeks were cut off. But he 


kept on rushing and charging. He died after killing over a dozen men.” 

In today’s words, this was how it happened: 

His army’s formation broke. Liu Ting was wounded in the left army but he continued 
fighting. 

Amid the fighting his right arm was also wounded but he still continued fighting. 

He was encircled and alone. Half of his face was cut off. But he continued fighting. 

In the end, he killed over a dozen men and died in the battle. 

That is the record about the final moment of a general who fell into a hopeless trap. 


This is a paragraph of emotionless words without dialogs. But behind the cold words, we 
hear Liu Ting’s last words and cries: 


Fight or die. No surrender! 

Liu Ting died in battle and the east corps was destroyed. 
Now, there was only the south corps left. 

The commander of the south corps was Li Ru Bai. 


Because his army was too slow, it had taken it several days to arrive at the designated 
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destination. By now, all three other corps had been annihilated. 


After waiting idly for a day, he finally took the south corps for a glorious return. Except a 
few deaths from trampling over each other among themselves because they fled too quickly, 
his force suffered no casualty at all. 


In terms of military ability, he was the worst one among the four. But he was just really 
lucky. And he managed to get out of it unharmed. 


Or perhaps all those things were just not about luck. 


Many still remembered that he was Li Cheng Liang’s son and he married a woman, who 
happened to be the daughter of Nurhaci’s brother Surhaci. 


Regardless if he was too lucky or he knew ahead, he came back. 

But in war, especially in a defeat, those who survived were despicable. Eventually Li Ru 
Bai had to pay a price. 

Once he came back, he received censors’ unanimous censures. To the man who fled alone, 
everyone showed the same attitude, despise. 


Li Ru Bai, who cowered, could endure no more the environment that being alive was no 
better than dead. He chose to commit suicide and ended his life. 


The Battle of Sarhu ended. The Ming army suffered a horrendous defeat. Over three 
hundred and ten officers were dead or wounded. The casualty among the men was over forty 
five thousand eight hundred seventy. Countless quantities of properties were lost. 


When the news arrived in the capital, the emperor was furious. 


As I have said, Mr. Ten Thousand Seasons was not a man who cared nothing but a man 
who cared nothing about trivial matters. Having fought such an awful battle was just too 
humiliating. 

Having been humiliated, he surely had to find someone to settle the score. All of the 


garrison commanders had died, Yang Hao had to be the man. 


Yang Hao appeared to be rather calm. After all, he had built a solid network. Ever since his 
return, there had been ceaseless censures by censors. But under the protection of Fang Cong 
Zhe, his old boss and partisan cohort, he didn’t feel worried. 


But this was just too big a thing. The emperor ordered an investigation. Censors pursued 
relentlessly, especially a censor named Yang He, who wrote every other day and seemed 
poised to fight with his life. Out there Nurhaci cooperated by taking Iron Ridge. After several 
rounds of badgering, Yang Hao could sustain no more. 


Soon after, he was arrested and put in the Prison by Decree. After a trial he was sentenced 
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to death and several years later was beheaded. 


Responsibilities had been placed. But while responsibilities were being placed, Nurhaci 
didn’t stay still. With the momentum on his side, he took Iron Ridge, one of the largest cities in 
the country. 


By now, all areas in the northern part of Eastern Liao were occupied by Nurhaci. Ming’s 
only strongholds left in Eastern Liao were Shenyang and Liaoyang. 


It seemed the situation was very urgent, but in fact it was ultra urgent. 


After the Battle of Sarhu, disorder reigned over the Ming army. In many places, people fled 
upon the news of the enemy approaching, without even seeing them. When people fled, 
soldiers also fled. Some totally heartless cavalrymen purposely starved their horses to death 
just in order to avoid battle. 


Because the command structure had been in complete disarray, for months the troops 
didn’t receive their pay, nor did they have provisions. To Nurhaci, the region was at his 
fingertips. 

But eventually he didn’t get it. The man succeeding Yang Hao arrived. His name was 
Xiong Ting Bi. 

Xiong Ting Bi was not a likable guy. 

Xiong Ting Bi’s courtesy name was Fei Bai. He was from Jiangxia (today’s Wuhan of 
Hubei). Since he was a child he had shown he was smart and eager to study. He scored at the 
top in county exam. At thirty he became a distinguished scholar and then became a censor. 


But the man had a bad temper. He couldn’t get along with anyone he worked with. So bad 
was his temper that he remained a censor and didn’t rise for twenty years. 


He also had the habit of cursing others in real foul languages. Later even his colleagues at 
the Censorial Council couldn’t tolerate him anymore. They shunned away from him. He 
became a man that everyone disdained. 


But without the man disdained by everyone, it’s quite believable that Ming would soon 
close shop and go off stage to take a rest. 


In year forty seven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1619), after the Battle of Sarhu, amid 
chaos and disorder, the new managing strategist Xiong Ting Bi, accompanied by a few of his 


aides, entered Eastern Liao. 


When he departed from the capital, Kaiyuan wasn’t lost yet. But once he arrived in Eastern 


Liao, even Iron Ridge was lost. 


Not until he arrived in Liaoyang, did he discover that Shenyang and Liaoyang, the only 
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remaining cities in Ming’s possession, had almost become ghost towns. 


He ordered his aides to go to Shenyang to stabilize the situation. He summoned a man and 
this man was so terrified he cried. He would not go no matter what. Another one was found. 
But as soon as he was out of the city, he ran back and was so frightened that he vowed not to 


make one more step. 

Then Xiong Ting Bi said: 

“TI go.” 

He started from Liaoyang and inspected the situation as he travelled. When he met the 
fleeing civilians, he urged them to go back. When he met fleeing soldiers, he collected them. 
When he met fleeing officers, he arrested them. 

In this way, when he arrived in Shenyang, he had collected nearly ten thousand civilians, 
several thousand soldiers, along with Wang Jie, Wang Wen Ding, and a few other officers who 


fled. 


He settled civilians and organized soldiers. Then he ordered the execution of the officers 
who fled. 


The officers begged for mercy. They said it was already an ordeal that they even managed 


to escape and questioned why he would want to kill them. 
Xiong Ting Bi said: if I don’t kill you, then how am I going to face those who didn’t flee? 
Then he went to see Li Ru Zhen. 


Li Ru Zhen was the garrison commander of Iron Ridge. But when the Later Jin army 
attacked, he stayed in Shenyang during the entire time. 


Not only did he stay in Shenyang for the whole time, even when Iron Ridge was under 
attack by the enemy, he didn’t even send troops to help. He sat still to see Iron Ridge’s fall, 
which was very incomprehensible. No one knew if he just reacted slowly or he had some 
secret plan. 


Xiong Ting Bi had no intention to delve into that question. He came for only one purpose, 
which was to tell him: go away. 


Li Ru Zhen was still the garrison commander and couldn’t be removed just by words. But 
Xiong Ting Bi was just too vicious. Garrison Commander Li immediately left. When he got 
back, he also received Xiong Ting Bi’s censure. In the end he was put in prison and sentenced 
to death (later changed to military service). 


That marked the end of the heritage of the honorable Li Cheng Liang’s family. Except Li Ru 


Song, no others met graceful end. Even Iron Ridge, his hometown, was now occupied by his 
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erstwhile footman Nurhaci. The end was thorough and complete. 


In contemporary history records, Li Cheng Liang’s stories were countless. Qi Ji Guang, who 


was his contemporary, was almost entirely overshadowed by his luster. 


But several hundred years later, Qi Ji Guang’s name still shines in history and admired by 
millions. But Li Cheng Liang has almost become an unknown. 


I know, history only glorify those who are worthy of glorification. 


When everyone thought Xiong Ting Bi’s action would take a respite, he uttered another 
sentence: 


“Tm going to Fushun.” 
Everyone thought Xiong Ting Bi had gone mad. 


At the time Fushun was already in Nurhaci’s hands. The current situation meant that to go 


to Fushun with just a few men amounted to nothing but death. 

But Xiong Ting Bi said, on the contrary it is the safest to go now when Nurhaci thinks that I 
am too afraid to go there. 

That was what was said but daring to go or not was another matter. 


Xiong Ting Bi went. Everyone shriveled. But he showed no worries at all. He leisurely took 
a tour around the city. 


Then when everyone was terrified with chills running through the bones, he issued another 


maddening order: sound the trumpet. 


His aides almost went nuts. It was almost like going into the barracks of mountain bandits 
alone and shouting capturing the bandits. You have gone there in stealth and now you make 
loud noises. What if they really come out, what do you do? 


But the order had to be obeyed. They came and sounded the trumpet. But the Later Jin 
army didn’t move at all. Nonchalantly, Xiong Ting Bi went home. 


A few days later, Nurhaci learned the truth of the matter. But not only was he not irritated 
and then launched an attack, on the contrary he sent a force to block the gap for in and out of 
Fushun and ordered the men to maintain a defensive posture and not to go out attack without 
order. 


Thanks to a conversation between him and the number one traitor Li Yong Fang, Nurhaci 
stayed low. 


When the news of Xiong Ting Bi’s arrival reached Later Jin, Li Yong Fang hurriedly went to 
Nurhaci and told him the man was a heavy hitter. 
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Nurhaci didn’t think much of him: Eastern Liao has been in such a shape that regardless 
how able the barbarian (a general reference to Ming officers by Later Jin) is, he is just one man. 
Can he salvage the situation? 


Li Yong Fang replied: As long as he is around, he’Il be able to salvage the situation! 


Everything that happened afterwards validated Li Yong Fang’s prediction. In just a few 
months, Xiong Ting Bi stabilized the situation. Then after that he reversed his normal stance. 
Besides defending, he also organized many guerilla units to harass areas occupied by Later Jin, 
which put a heavy weight on the enemy. The momentum was ferocious. 


Nurhaci decided to halt the attack on Ming to rest and build up strength and wait for an 
opportunity. 


There was only one year available for the opportunity. 


But it was this crucial year that saved Ming. In the Court a few earth shattering events 


would take place. 


172 


Chapter Nine 


The Strength of the East Wood Party 


In history books about Ming, the history of the mid and late Ten Thousand Seasons era is 
like this: the emperor kept taking breaks, the government had no one in charge, and officials 
had nothing to do. 


The first two could be correct. But the third item is absolutely incorrect. 


Hidden under the peaceful surface were fierce struggles. The main character of the 
struggles was the East Wood Party. 


Many people had the impression that East Wood was the epitome of morality and justice. It 
was a group of ambitious intellectuals united for a common purpose. They had ideas and got 
into politics and for a time they were in power. But because they were framed and harmed by 


evil forces they eventually failed. 


I think that is a fair description. But many had omitted a question and a very interesting 


question: 


How could a bunch of bookworms and literati who knew nothing but studying came to 


control of the government? 


Justice and morality are admirable and worthy of being idolized and worshipped. But 
justice and morality cannot be eaten as food, cannot be worn as clothes, and cannot be used to 


grab power. 
The only way to grab power is through struggle. 
Writings on morality are surely interesting but they are not solutions to problems. 
The first one who recognized this should be Gu Xian Cheng. 


In the central review in year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1593), Sun Long, the 
minister of personnel, was removed, Zhao Nan Xing, the associate minister at the Department 
of Performance Appraisal, was sent home, and First Secretary Wang Xi Jue resigned, but the 
behind-the-scenes perpetrator of all these things, Gu Xian Cheng, the assistant to the associate 
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minister at the Department of Performance Appraisal, got promoted (to associate minister of 
personnel at the Department of Civilian Officer Recruiting) from a low rank of secondary fifth 
grade. 


Not only was he promoted, even his boss Chen You Nian, who succeeded as the minister 
of personnel, was also installed by his lordship. Even when later he went back to Wuxi and 
became an ordinary citizen, he still had the movements in the Court in his hands. Li San Cai 
filched and perused Wang Xi Jue’s letter. Wang Xi Jue went home in disgrace. The first 
secretaries of the Cabinet were either puppets or babies in his eyes. 


This is a mystery. In the mystery, everything seemed to have something to do with him 
and didn’t seem to have anything to do with him. 


Peering through the mystery, I see something, power. 
Gu Xian Cheng’s power stems from his position. 


At the Ministry of Personnel, the head was the minister, the next was the deputy minister, 
down more below were the associate ministers at the four departments, which were Civilian 
Officer Recruiting, Titling and Vetting, Inheritance and Family Fealty, and Performance 
Appraisal. 


But the four departments enjoyed different status. The most powerful among them were 
the Departments of Civilian Officer Recruiting and Performance Appraisal. The Department of 
Civilian Officer Recruiting was responsible for personnel changes. The Department of 
Performance Appraisal was responsible for officials’ performance appraisals. Officials from 
these two departments were always feared. Promotion or removal and wealth and bankruptcy 
were all just matters of a few words. 


In comparison, the Department of Titling and Vetting and the Department of Inheritance 
and Family Fealty were of no significance. They were so insignificant that they don’t even 
need description. 


In light of the above, in Ming, most of the ministers and deputy ministers of personnel 
were succeeded by the associate ministers from the Departments of Civilian Officer Recruiting 
and Performance Appraisal. 

Mr. Gu Xian Cheng’s order of promotion was: manager at Department of Performance 
Appraisal, assistant to the associate minister, and the associate minister of Department of 
Civilian Officer Recruiting. 

That meant in those years, all officials (except a few senior officials) of Great Ming, 
regardless of in promotion or performance appraisal, had to go pass under the hands of Gu 
Xian Cheng. If one didn’t have to go pass by him, one had to at least greet him. Even if one 
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didn’t have to greet him, one still had to get to know him. 

In addition, we have reasons to believe that Lord Gu Xian Cheng knew how to deal with 
people. A dumb bookworm couldn’t have stayed that long. 

By now you should understand. 

In this world, power and morality are often two separate things. 

Among men of East Wood, there were many similar men, such as Li San Cai. 

Mr. Li San Cai’s position, as mentioned before, was assistant censor general, imperial 
inspector of Fengyang, and governor of Canal Transportation. 


There were countless number of assistant censor generals in the Censorial Council and 
Fengyang was also a poor place, so it didn’t matter if there was an inspector or not. The 
position that really mattered was the last one. 


Since ancient times, canal transportation had been the main vehicle that kept the economy 
running. Basically it was a position that collected money without doing anything. It was 
lucrative beyond belief. In the entire world, the only other position comparable to it was salt 


production and regulation. 


For someone who sat in that position to not to make extra money, one had to either be 
under supervision or rely on self-restraint. 

Unfortunately, Li San Cai didn’t restrain himself. Base on various history records, he was 
rich, outrageously rich. When he dined his guests, he always did it lavishly. 

There was no need to mention supervision. Mr. Li himself was a censor from the Censorial 
Council. He perhaps didn’t have the level of consciousness to censure himself. 

As a heavy weight in the East Wood Party, Li San Cai was very well known in this regard. 
He was so well-known that decades later when the famous scholar Xia Yun Yi visited and 
researched in Fengyang, he still heard some stories about him. In the end he emitted a sigh 
and gave a conclusion, the man was in possession of wealthy and failed to keep himself clean. 


There is only one purpose for enumerating these two men: 


East Wood was an academy. But it was not just an academy. It was morality but it was not 
just morality. It was a political organization that had real power, ability, influence, and the 
sense of struggle. 


In fact its impact far exceeded your imagination. 


Once you know this, you'll discover that in every minute and every second of the 
seemingly dull and banal history, there were life and death juxtapositions and struggles. 
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The juxtapositions and struggles were done through central review. 


In year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1593), Gu Xian Cheng went home in 
disappointment. Although he had exerted all of his energy, he eventually failed to finish his 
enemies. Central review failed. 

But all these were just a beginning. 

Twelve years later (year thirty three of Ten Thousand Seasons), the central review began 
and the supervisor was Yang Shi Qiao, whose identity in public was the left deputy minister of 
personnel and another identity of his was a member of the East Wood Party. 

The then first secretary was Shen Yi Guan, the leader of the Zhe Party. Naturally he 
disliked this East Wood subordinate of his. He decided to replace him. 


Shen Yi Guan was the first secretary of the Court and Yang Shi Qiao was only the number 
two man at the Ministry of Personnel. But something unexpected happened. Despite Lord 
Shen’s gung ho efforts, which included lobbying the emperor, everything came to no avail. 
Deputy Minister Yang kept doing what he was doing. After several rounds of chopping, 
members of the parties of Zhe, Qi, Chu, Xuan, etc., as long as they were not an East Wood, 
were all let go. Only through a strenuous struggle, was Shen Yi Guan able to keep some of his 
confidants. 


Now, please review again some of the history records I have previously shown. The secret 


is in them: 


In the central review of year thirty three (AD 1605), Shen Yi Guan’s confidants and the 
most able men of the three parties were expelled. 


In year thirty five of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1607), Shen Yi Guan retired and went 


home. 


In the same year, Wang Xi Jue’s secret missive was purloined by Li San Cai and Wang’s 


hope of return was killed. 


A year later, East Wood’s Ye Xiang Gao became the first secretary and took control of the 


government. 
Yes, all these things didn’t just happen by chance. 
It was power that was what to be acquired. 
Power was already in hands but more needed to be done. 


For the central review of year thirty nine of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1611), the 
supervisor was Sun Pi Yang, the minister of personnel and an East Wood. 


By now the first secretary was already Ye Xiang Gao. East Wood men were all over the 


176 


Book of Zhu Yi Jun 


government. It seemed inevitable that those aliens that didn’t belong would be purged and 
sent home. 


But one man’s meddling completely changed everything. The man was Li San Cai. 


By now Li San Cai had already been elevated to minister of revenue and population. As 
one of the key figures of East Wood, he was expected to join the Cabinet and took his career 
one step further. 


That was basically the plan. But when it was put into execution, it became something 
totally different. 


Brouhaha ensued following the news of Li San Cai joining the Cabinet. The Court was in 
uproar. The main reason was that Mr. Li’s history was a sordid one and many objected the 


move. 


More importantly, the man was just too aggressive and too able. The East Wood was 
already so strong and if he was allowed to join the Cabinet, perhaps the men from the other 
three parties all had to quit. 


Then an unprecedentedly fierce counterattack was started. 


Ming’s central review was geographically divided into southern review and northern 
review. The northern review was supervised by Sun Pi Yang and the southern review was led 
by Shi Ji Kai, the deputy minister of personnel and a member of the three parties. The subjects 
of his reviews all were of the same kind, those who supported Li San Cai. 


Pretty soon, the parties of Zhe, Chu, and Qi launched the final assault and took turns to 
attack Li San Cai. Their purpose was apparent, so apparent that even the Chronicles of the 
Saintly Father of Ming had it written out, “Attacking Li San Cai would induce the East Wood to 
help him, which would be a situation where all of them could be bagged in one scoop.” 


Li San Cai couldn’t sustain the concentrated fire, and he retired and went home. 


But overall, the East Wood Party still had the advantage. Ye Xiang Gao was in power and 
the East Wood Party was in control. They were very strong, so strong that they seemed to be 
unshakable. 


But just at this moment, the powerful East Wood Party made a fatal mistake. 


For a long time, the guiding principle of the East Wood Party had been that, I hold the 
moral high ground. Once they became powerful, it changed into, you are immoral. 
Partisanship was the initial policy. Once it became powerful, the policy became an animus one, 


those who are not my kinsmen are my enemies. 


In summary, if you are not in my party, you are my enemy. 
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The roguish unilateralism eventually led to a roguish result: 

Thanks to the continuous efforts of the East Wood Party, the Qi, Zhe, and Chu parties 
finally tossed aside their previous differences and united to fight the East Wood Party head on. 

Their agitation achieved an immediate result: 

In year forty two of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1614), Ye Xiang Gao retired. 

In year forty five of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1617), the central review was under way. 


The men leading the review were Minister Zheng Ji Zhi of Personnel and Minister Li Zhi of 


Justice. 
Zheng Ji Zhi was a Chu and Li Zhi was a Zhe. 
The moment for taking revenge and redressing griefs had come. All those who either were 


members of the East Wood Party or had anything to do with the party were sent packing. 
Among them was Wang Zhi Cai, who uncovered the truth behind the Bludgeon Attack. 


That was basically the way the Court fight before the Battle of Sarhu was carried out. The 
fight didn’t attract much attention. But it carried much weight in history. To Ming, the 
importance of it was basically equal to Nurhaci, Hong Taiji, Li Zi Cheng, and Zhang Xian 
Zhong all put together. 

The fight that lasted for decades was a fight that decided Ming’s fate. 

Soon after, the East Wood Party, with the help of one man, would completely defeat the 
Parties of Zhe, Qi, and Chu. 


Then, commanded by another man, the collapse of the three parties would bring the real 
infusion of them and enable the continuation of the fight. By then, they would have a common 


name, the Party of Eunuchs. 


The central review in year forty five of Ten Thousand Seasons marked the demise of the 
East Wood Party. Of the three magnates of the East Wood Party, Gu Xian Cheng was already 
dead, Zou Yuan Biao roamed around, and Zhao Nan Xing sat in his home. 


The two go-to men also faded into background. Ye Xiang Gao retired prematurely and Li 
San Cai went home. 


The first secretary now was Zhe Party’s Fang Cong Zhe. The government now was under 
the three parties. The future looked grim to the East Wood Party. 


Owing to the death of one man, an opportunity for revival finally came. 
On July 21 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), the emperor was dying. 
Gao Gong, Zhang Ju Zheng, Shen Shi Xing, Li Cheng Liang, the East Wood, Korea, 
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Japanese bandits, the three campaigns, Sarhu, the burgeoning capitalism, absence from court, 
the crown prince, the royal concubine, the succession fight, and the bludgeon attack. 


All I can say is he had had a relatively busy life. 
I have thought a long, long, and indeed long long time on an appraisal of this fellow, but I 
can’t come up with anything. 


If you say he did nothing good, he did well in his first twenty some years. If you say he 
was weak, he did three campaigns and sent Japanese bandits home. If you say he was derelict 
of his duties, what major events didn’t he know in those decades? 


He was a man who had been under Zhang Ju Zheng’s shadow, was diligent on his work, 
was embroiled in the problem about his sons, eschewed his officials for years, was absent from 
work, wasn’t out of the capital city for life, was born deep inside the palace, and died deep 
inside the palace. 

He was a man who was so complicated and couldn’t be more complicated. He was a man 


who was so simple and couldn’t be simpler. 
Then finally I understand this man. 


He was a youth whose blood boiled inside him, a monarch who wanted to make something 
happen, and an idealist. Having been through brutal fights, endless quarrels, and countless 
number of fruitless struggles and forced compromises, he finally came to an understanding of 
the world and the true meaning of reality, and eventually became a victim of this world. 


That’s basically about it. 
Zhu Yi Jun, the Saintly Father of Ming, died in year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons at 
age fifty eight. 


Before the brutal world, he was not courageous enough. 


Zhu Chang Luo, the Glorious Father of Ming 


Although for decades, Emperor Ten Thousand Seasons didn’t like his first son Zhu Chang 
Luo, at the last moment of his life, he finally made his choice and passed the throne to the time 
tested son. 

Zhu Chang Luo, who had been in constant fear and fright finally saw the light at the end of 
the tunnel. On August 1* of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), Zhu Chang 
Luo officially acceded to the throne. He became the Glorious Father of Ming as known later in 


history. The title of his reign year was decided as Peace and Prosperity. 


Because it was still in a year of Ten Thousand Seasons, by tradition, he had to wait to the 


179 


The Strength of the East Wood Party 


end of the year before he started his reign using his own new title. 
But almost no one expected that the title would never be used. 


Zhu Chang Luo lived for thirty eight years but the Glorious Father of Ming managed to 


live only one month. 
It was very unfortunate that the man, who had lived for thirty eight years and had been 
through countless number of tempests and obstacles, had unexpectedly to die in a month. 


The culprit who caused his death and misfortune was Concubine Zheng. 


Red pills 
We must say, Zhu Chang Luo was a good child, at least he was kind. 


For decades, he led a life like a dog with tail between his legs. He witnessed his father’s 
indifference and the abandonment by the Court and experienced the decline of the country 


and the danger of time. 


He wanted to endure no longer. On the first day of his reign, he showed his resolve with 


several imperial orders. 


Basically he did several things his father had failed to do, including cashing those 
promissory notes, issuing pays to the soldiers who were serving on the front lines in Eastern 
Liao, abolishing mining taxes, and staffing those vacant positions. 


These things were well done and just in time, especially the last item, which brought back 
many fellows who had been let go by Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons. People were overjoyed. 
In an instant, the popularity of the Glorious Father went through the roof. In and out of the 
Court, people were grateful and jubilant. 


But one person was not happy. Not only was she not happy, she was also very afraid. 


After the emperor was dead, Concubine Zheng finally saw how vulnerable she was. The 
city today was now her enemy’s territory. The noble concubine was actually not that noble. If 
the new emperor wanted to do something about her, it was very probable that she would be 
sold like a commoner. 


Pretty soon one incident confirmed her prediction. 


Considering she would be in a tough situation after the emperor’s death, Concubine Zheng, 
after a tenacious lobbying, secured a will from the emperor, which stated that after his death, 


she would be given the title of empress. 


With that arrangement, once the emperor died, she would become the empress dowager. 
Then regardless what would happen, she would have an iron rice bow] in her hands. 
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The Glorious Father appeared to be sincere and didn’t prevaricate at all. He immediately 
indicated if the late emperor approved it, he would follow. 


But at the same time he also indicated it was the Ministry of Rite’s responsibility. I will 
approve it and let them do it. 


Usually if the emperor approved something there would be no further problem. But no one 
knew what was wrong with Sun Ru You, the deputy minister of rites. Not only did he refuse 
to do it, he also wrote a memorial, in which he did a detailed analysis of the issue in theory, 
genealogy, and social standing and finally came to a conclusion, it would not be done. 


Comrade Glorious Father didn’t seem to be angry. He also withheld Deputy Minister Sun’s 


memorial. But he never mentioned the matter again. 
Concubine Zheng saw it. It was just a ruse. 


Obviously, the man that looked genuine in appearance was in fact not that genuine. If so, 


some preemptive action had to be taken. 
After some deliberation, she devised a plan. The first step in the plan was a gift. 
Ten days later, she sent the gift to Zhu Chang Luo, who gladly accepted it. 
It was the gift that made the Glorious Father lose his life. 
The gift was eight beauties. 


To Zhu Chang Luo, who had been imprisoned in the palace for years and couldn’t go 
anywhere and had nothing, this was a sumptuous gift. Having labored hard and living in fear 
for decades, he finally had a chance to let himself loose. 


Ancients said: one cannot become a fat man in one meal. But Zhu Chang Luo had to be 
someone unique. In just a few days he became a thin man. In history records, the veiled words 
described it this way: 


“That night, he embraced several women in succession and his imperial appearance 
suddenly deteriorated.” 


He had to tend to thousands of things during the day and yet in the night he still had to 


work hard. It’s very natural that his body couldn’t sustain that. Soon afterward, Zhu Chang 
Luo fell ill. 


This was August 10 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620). 
Four days later, the second step of the plan would soon be started. 
August 14 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620). 


The emperor was still in bad health. Having bad health meant to see a doctor. Cui Wen 
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Sheng appeared to the scene. 


Cui Wen Sheng was the pen-keeping eunuch of Inspectorate of Rites at the time. As we’ve 
said before, it was a key position, whose importance was second only to the seal-keeping 


eunuch of Inspectorate of Rites. 


But the man didn’t come to draft the emperor’s will. Rather he came as a doctor. Brother 
Cui was multi-talented. Besides being a writer, he also managed the Palace Apothecary as his 


second job. 


The ensuing events tell us that people shouldn’t be allowed to have a second profession 
unchecked. 


After the initial diagnosis, Dr. Cui very confidently wrote a prescription for the patient. He 
also optimistically indicated the illness would be cured once the medicine was taken. 


The prescription was a dose of laxative. 


How could a man who had worked hard day and night and whose constitution had been 
destroyed take laxative? 


Many history books were very certain to come to this conclusion: the doctor was a 
Mongolian Doctor. 

Although I was not at the scene and I don’t know medicine, I am certain Cui Wen Sheng’s 
diagnosis was correct. 

In those history records, there are these words: that night, he embraced several women. 

Everyone knows what these words mean, and there is no need to explain them. But we all 
also should know that to be able to accomplish this, the degree of difficulty was high. To the 
emperor, who had been a feeble man since childhood and was as thin as a skeleton, it was 
basically an impossible task. 

But he accomplished it. 

The only possibility was that he got some help and the help was drug. 

Everyone knows what kind of drug it was and I don’t need to explain it. In the Ming palace, 
this kind of drug had been always readily available. Starting from the Jurisprudential Father of 
Ming to Emperor Civility and Tranquility, who practiced alchemy every day, it must have 
been used extensively. The Glorious Father was new to it and it was normal to have some use 
of it. 


But the fellow apparently used too much. And his prolonged poor health got him ill. 
In Chinese medicine, this sort of drug belongs to the kind of drugs that cause more heat in 


the body. To use laxatives to cool down should be considered the right remedy. 
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Cui Wen Sheng should be someone who knew medicine. But unfortunately, he was only a 
jackleg. 


According to history records, when the fellow wrote the prescription, he wrote too hard. A 
tremor of his hand produced a strong dose. 


The mistake was obvious and the consequence was serious. After taking the medicine, 
Comrade Glorious Father discharged dozens of times. He had been in bad health and that 
completely destroyed any hope. The next day, he had to stay in bed. He was now fading away 
fast. 


That was basically how Dr. Cui of Mongolia treated his patient. By this account, it seemed 
it was a medical accident. Although there was no way to settle it privately, nonetheless it was 
not an egregious mistake. He didn’t leave surgical scissors or knives there as souvenirs. His 
attitude seemed to be commendable. 


But the problem was as soon as the matter was exposed, almost everyone was certain it 
was an intrigue of Concubine Zheng’s. 


Very coincidentally, Cui Wen Sheng, who wrote the prescription, had been the personal 
eunuch of Concubine Zheng. 


That made it impossible to get a clean explanation of all these. He could have seen a palace 
physician, but instead he chose to see a eunuch. When he chose the eunuch he happened to be 
Concubine Zheng’s eunuch. Then when the eunuch wrote the prescription, he gave a dose that 


was too strong. If he was said to be innocent, it would be a hard sell. 


On this matter, if you say it was not Concubine Zheng’s plan, I believe you because it was 
just too hard for everything happened so in sync. If you say it was Concubine Zheng’s plan, I 
also believe you because despite using the drug was a maladroit idea and everyone knew it 
was done by her, but based on Concubine Zheng’s intellectual capacity and her previous 
behaviors, she was capable of carrying out such a foolish act. 


Regardless of the motivation, the result was certain. The Glorious Father of Ming was on 
his last breath. An earth shaking change was about to be unfolded. 


But all these were not enough. To achieve the purpose, these were all far from sufficient. 
Even if the man was dead, it still would not be sufficient. 


The power must be seized. Everything about the future must be seized in my hands so that 


I can ensure my own interests are secure. 
Before the curtain was lifted, Concubine Zheng found her last ally. 


The name of this ally of hers is not clear. 
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By far what can be certain is her surname was Li and she was one of the crown prince’s 
concubines. 


Back then a crown prince’s concubines were of the following kinds: the most senior one 
was the crown prince’s wife. Then there were the gifted women, select maid, and virtuous 


maid. 


The woman named Li was a select maid. In latter history records, she was referred to as 
Select Maid Li. 


Select Maid Li must have been a beauty. At least she looked good because the emperor 
liked her the most. Not only that, the emperor’s son, the future genius carpenter, was also in 


her hands. For this very reason, Concubine Zheng sought her alliance. 


In terms of intellectual capacity, Select Maid Li was not bad (comparing to Concubine 
Zheng). In terms of character, she was someone who wished she would have met Concubine 
Zheng earlier. After a round of dealing with unspoken rules, the two sides arrived at an 
agreement and became allies for their unspeakable purpose. 


Now everything was ready and the only thing they were waiting for was a piece of news. 


All actions would be unfolded at that moment and all the evil ambitions would be realized 
at that moment. 


A little guy 
The goal was right in sight and everything had been progressing smoothly. 


The emperor’s health grew worse. Their cohorts grew in number. The future successor of 
the empire was already in their hands. To Concubine Zheng and Select Maid Li, it was an easy 
road ahead. 

But they eventually failed to advance, thanks to an insignificant little guy. 

After the Glorious Father of Ming acceded to the throne, the unhappiest person was 
Concubine Zheng and the happiest people were the East Wood Party. 


That was expected. Ever since the beginning, the East Wood Party had placed their bet on 
the feeble crown prince. In the Succession Fight, the Incident of the Diabolic Letter, and the 
Bludgeon Attack, regardless of time and place, they were always on his side. 


Now the time for quid pro quos finally arrived. 


The new emperor reciprocated generously. As soon as he took the throne, he elevated 
several men. They included Liu Yi Jing, Han Kuang, Zhou Jia Mo, Zou Yuan Biao, Sun Ru You, 
and others. 
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You probably don’t know these men and actually you don’t need to know them. As long as 
you know the positions of these men, you'll understand how powerful a force it was. 


Liu Yi Jing and Han Kuang were grand academicians of the East Hall and members of the 
Cabinet. Zhou Jia Mo was the minister of personnel. Zou Yuan Biao was the director of Office 
of Crime and Prosecution. Sun Ru You was the minister of rites. Of course they were all East 
Wood men. 


Among these men, there were cabinet officers, minister of personnel, chief justice of the 
Supreme Court, and other ministry level senior officials. But in that life and death struggle, 
they played only minor roles. The man who really turned the tide was a seemingly 
insignificant figure. 

The name of this man was Yang Lian. 


Yang Lian’s courtesy name was Wen Ru and was known by his sobriquet Da Hong. He 
was a native of Yingshan, Huguang (now Hubei) and a distinguished scholar of year thirty 
five of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1607). He was the county magistrate of Changshu and later 
became a palace emissary at the Ministry of Revenue and Population and palace emissary at 
the Ministry of War. 


It was an ordinary resume because the man not only started late but also rose slowly. When 


the Glorious Father was on his last breath, he was only a seventh grade palace emissary. 
But behind the ordinary resume was an extraordinary man. 


Heaven has always been unfair. Some were born smart, able, and Zhang Ju Zheng like and 
Qi Ji Guang like. Then majority of ordinary people were born not smart, not able, and 


dunderheaded. No one can do anything about that. 


But Heaven is still kind. He offered a route for those who don’t have the talent but still can 


succeed. 


For most of the ordinary people, it is the best route and the only route. Its name is 
Impeccability. 

Impeccability means focused, serious, stubborn, and foolhardy, etc. etc. Impeccability is 
different from persistence. Persistence means one won’t quit until the end. But Impeccability is 
no quit even to the end. 


Impeccable men are the most dreaded men in the world. They usually lead their lives for a 
single goal. To achieve the goal, they will employ all sorts of methods and discard all concerns. 
They cannot be purchased. They cannot be threatened. They don’t want money. They don’t 


want women. They don’t even want power and fame. 


185 


The Strength of the East Wood Party 


In their worlds, there is only one goal, as well as their resolve and tenacity. 
Yang Lian, was an impeccable man. 


There are neither many stories about his childhood, nor heroic actions like smashing a 
water jug!”. But since his youth he always treated everyone openly and fairly. He was also 
partial about being clean. He was so clean that when he was a county magistrate, he placed at 
the top of nationwide review of clean governments. In addition, the fellow was a man who 
wasn’t afraid of getting himself in trouble. 

“The emperor is ill, you should go visit him.” 

First Secretary Fang was a timid and good natured person. Facing the little guy, he dared 
not to slight him: 

“The emperor always thinks this is a taboo topic. All I can do is ask the palace aides and 
there has been no news.” 

Enough respect has been given by the first secretary to a seventh grade low level official. 
But Mr. Yang didn’t want the respect. First he used an example to teach the Lord First 
Secretary and then emphasized loudly: 


“You should go a few more times and you'll be able to get it done!” 

At the end, he also issued an order to the Lord First Secretary: 

“At such a time, you should stay on duty at the Cabinet and don’t go anywhere!” 
No sign of any fear. 


Based on the above history record and his actions later, we can be certain that in Yang 


Lian’s mind, there was only one goal, to serve the country and protect the empire. 

In fact on a night a dozen days ago, the little insignificant figure had done something that 
impacted the fate of the empire. 

July 21 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), night, Palace of Heavenly 
Order. 

The emperor wasn’t able to hang on any longer. At the last moment of his life, he reflected 
the mistakes he had made in his life. But in the process he also made a very serious mistake, he 
didn’t summon the crown prince. 

Usually before an emperor dies, his son should be with him. In addition to sending his 


father to Heaven and howling loud to prop up people’s courage, there is another important 


'’ Legend says that when Sima Guang, a famous historian and aristocrat of Song Dynasty, was a child, one of his playmates 
fell into a large water jug, to save his friend, he picked up a stone and broke the water jug, thus saving the life of his friend. 
The moral of the story here is that Yang Lian was not a child genius. 
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meaning, to confirm the succession. 


Although he had been named the crown prince, things in China were always hard to 
predict. If he was not present to send his dad away, what if a few days later some wills came 
out or a few designated caretaker officials insisted that the old man changed his mind before 
he died, perhaps even with a notarized document? How could anyone fight such kind of case 
in court? 


But it was not known if Brother Ten Thousand Seasons forgot or did it on purpose, he 


didn’t summon his son over. 


The crown prince, on the other hand, was truly a dutiful child. He knew his dad couldn’t 
hang on any more and he worried someone might do mischiefs. He anxiously waited outside 
of the palace but didn’t dare to enter it. 


At the critical moment, Yang Lian appeared. 


Once he learned the situation, he made a quick decision. He found a very important person, 
Wang An. 


Wang An now was the crown prince’s study chaperone eunuch. In Ming history, he was a 


heavyweight. In the ensuing events, he would play critical roles. 


On that night, Yang Lian sent just one sentence to Wang An and it was a very important 
sentence: 


“The emperor is critically ill and not summoning the crown prince is not his idea. The 
crown prince should enter the palace for a visit and go back in the morning.” 


That meant the crown prince didn’t intend to enter the palace to see his father die, rather, 
he just went there to pay a visit and he would go back in the morning. 


The crown prince was very satisfied with such a wording. He immediately entered the 
palace and visited and asked about his father’s condition. 


Of course, the next morning he didn’t go back. 


Zhu Chang Luo thus became the emperor. But Yang Lian wasn’t rewarded. He was still an 
obscure palace emissary. Nonetheless, to Mr. Yang, that episode really didn’t matter much. 


He quietly went back into darkness and continued monitoring everything happening 
before him. He knew very well the real fight was just starting. 


Events unfolded just as he expected. Mongolian Dr. Cui wrote a prescription of laxatives, 
the emperor excreted profusely, Concubine Zheng got active, and Select Maid Li often came to 
visit her. 


When all these things were put together, the sinister plot exposed itself fully without any 
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disguise. 
The situation is extremely urgent, can’t wait anymore. 


Yang Lian decided to take action. But reality was cruel. His friends numbered many but 


they were weak. His enemies numbered few but they were strong. 


Zhou Jia Mo, Liu Yi Jing, and Han Kuang were bunch of men occupying high positions, but 
they were all recently promoted and had little influence. But Concubine Zheng had been in the 
palace for decades and was deep rooted. In one hand she held Select Maid Li, in another hand 
she held the emperor’s first son, while she vigorously shifted her butt to the position of the 


empress dowager. 


By rule, she should have lived in the Palace of Charity and Serenity. But the woman had a 
thick skin. She shamelessly hung on in the Palace of Heavenly Order. It seemed she intended 


to live there permanently. 


That’s because the Palace of Heavenly Order was the emperor’s sleeping palace. In there 
she would be able to monitor the emperor’s every move. As soon as something happened to 
Comrade Glorious Father, she would be the first one there to take action. By then, everything 
would be irreversible. 


To prevent those things from happening, Yang Lian had to accomplish two things. First, he 
had to kick Concubine Zheng out of the Palace of Heavenly Order. Next, he had to completely 
ruin Concubine Zheng’s attempt to become the empress dowager. 


In other words, Old Widow Zheng would be forced to move first. Then make the promise 
made by Comrade Ten Thousand Seasons before he died about titling her the empress an 
empty fart and make the application that Concubine Zheng had yearned for a padding felt 
under a table leg. 


Mr. Yang Lian’s position was a seventh grade palace emissary at the Ministry of War. He 


was not the emperor. 


In fact even the emperor wouldn’t be able to do it. Comrade Glorious Father obviously 
didn’t like Concubine Zheng. He obviously didn’t want to give her the title but he also had no 
way to kick her out. 


That was the task given to Yang Lian, a seventh grade menial official. It was a task that 


would be absolutely impossible to accomplish. 
But he accomplished it, in a very inconceivable way. 


His plan was to get Concubine Zheng to move out on her own will and withdraw her 


application to becoming the empress dowager on her own will. 
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That seemed to be an absolutely impossible plan but it was the only viable plan. Yang Lian 
had already figured out that the behemoth in front of him had an Achilles’ heel. All he had to 
do was to extend his finger and give it a tap. 

Her Achilles’ heel had a name. It was Zheng Yang Xing. 

Zheng Yang Xing was the son of Zheng Guo Tai, who was Concubine Zheng’s brother. 
After Zheng Guo Tai died, he became the contact between Concubine Zheng and the Court. 


He was an arrogant man. 


But Yang Lian decided to exploit this man. After some close observation, he discovered the 
man was one who appeared tough outside but was soft inside and a weak character. 


On August 16 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), Yang Lian went 
straight to Zheng Yang Xing. Together with him were Zhou Jia Mo and others. 


A whole bunch of people showed up at the door and it looked like they were poised to 


force a change. Actually it was indeed about a forceful change. 


Without pleasantries, upon entering the door, Zhou Jia Mo lambasted when he opened his 
mouth. 


“Your aunt (Concubine Zheng) has entrenched herself in the inner palace for years. The 
previous succession fight had been all instigated by her. Now she wants to become the 
empress dowager and hang on to living in the Palace of Heavenly Order. She also sent women 
to the emperor. What is she trying to do?” 


In the beginning, Zheng Yang Xing resisted. Occasionally he fought back with a few words. 
But these men were professionals and they were well trained in cursing. As they went on, 
Zheng Yang Xing started crumbling. 


Once being bad cop was over, then they acted like a good cop. 


“Actually your aunt perhaps doesn’t have other intentions. All she wants is to keep her 
wealth. Now all the government officials are here and if you listen to us, we’ll ensure it’s done.” 


Good cop turned into bad cop again: 


“If you don’t listen to us and allow her to pursue the title, then no one will help you. 
You’ve always said that’s not your idea. If that’s not your idea, you should avoid the 
implication!” 

The hardest blow was the last sentence: 


“If you continue like that, it’s hard to say if you can keep your life, not to mention your 
wealth!” 


Zheng Yang Xing collapsed completely. The men before him and the words they uttered 
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completely disrupted his thoughts. He decided to go to see Concubine Zheng. 


In terms of the current situation, Concubine Zheng still had the advantage. She had her 
cohorts and help. If she refused to leave, nobody would be able to do anything against her. 
Wealth and lives were just empty threats made by some noisy bookmen. 


But at the crucial moment, Concubine Zheng didn’t betray her reputation as an idiot. Once 
again she showed the true nature as a fool. In front of her panicking nephew, she panicked. 

After weighing the options, she finally made the decision: move out of the Palace of 
Heavenly Order and give up on asking for the title. 

Concubine Zheng, who had dominated the scene, was finally out of the stage in history. 
The old woman exerted all her wits and struggled for thirty years. But the struggles yielded 
nothing for her. After that, she never made a return. 


The seemingly formidable enemy was easily removed by a seemingly insignificant man. 


But in Yang Lian’s eyes, that was still not enough. Three days later, he trained his target on 


another man. 


On August 19 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), Yang Lian wrote a 
memorial, in which he severely criticized the emperor. 

Mr. Yang was just too naive. In his mind, the country and the empire were at the top. As he 
saw it, sure, Concubine Zheng was abominable and Dr. Cui was abominable, but the one who 
bore the most criticism should be the emperor. 

You knew you should have not accepted the women but you still accepted them. You knew 
you should have not taken the philter and you still took it. You knew you had palace 
physicians to see but you still went for the eunuch. Are you out of your mind? 


Out of outrage, he submitted the memorial that changed his fate. 


In his memorial, he first condemned Mongolian Doctor Cui Wen Sheng, saying he did it 
without knowing what he was doing. Then he turned and harshly criticized the emperor: 


work too hard without taking care of your body. 
It must be pointed out that Mr. Yang was not kissing ass. He was really serious. 


In his writing, he first hinted that the work the lord emperor was busily engaged in was not 
decent work. Then he cursed Cui Wen Sheng by saying he was not up to the job and didn’t 
know medicine. Then he turned back: he is such kind of a man and yet you took his medicine. 


What it meant was, giving Dr. Cui’s inferior ability, it shows you are worse than him. 
As soon as the memorial was submitted, words from the Cabinet said Mr. Yang’s future 


wouldn’t bode well. 
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Three days later, the premonition was confirmed. 


The emperor suddenly issued an order, summoning some officials, which included Fang 
Cong Zhe, Zhou Jia Mo, Sun Ru You, and of course, Yang Lian. In addition, he also ordered 
Guards in Brocade to enter the palace and wait for instructions. 


Once the order was handed down, everyone thought Yang Lian was finished. 


Among these men, Fang Cong Zhe was the first secretary, Zhou Jia Mo was the minister of 
personnel, and Sun Ru You was the minister of rites and all of them were ministry level 
officials. Only Mr. Yang Lian was a seventh grade palace emissary. 


Then while meeting his officials, he also summoned Guards in Brocade. So there was only 
one explanation, to punish him. 


Owing to his previous actions, Yang Lian’s reputation skyrocketed. Everyone admired his 
character. They went to Fang Cong Zhe and asked him to help by pleading for mercy. 


Fang Cong Zhe was a man kind to everyone. He went to Yang Lian and told him: once you 
are in the palace, be positive, kowtow to the emperor, be contrite, and it should be over. 

But Yang Lian’s reply almost choked him: 

“Tl die if Ihave to die, I’ve done nothing wrong!” 
Zhou Jia Mo on the side rushed in to mediate: 
“Mr. Fang means well.” 


But to Mr. Yang, well-meaning failed to work. 


“IT know you mean well. You are afraid I’ll be beaten to death. If I get typhoid fever, 
without sweating for a few days, I’ll be dead. What is there to fear about death? It’ll be 
absolutely impossible that I’ll say I’m wrong.” 


With his head held high, Yang Lian entered the palace, despite he knew awaiting ahead of 
him were Guards in Brocade’s big sticks. 


But he was wrong. 


The emperor, lying in bed and so sick that he was on his last breath, not only didn’t get 
angry, but instead said in a kind air these words: 


“T count on all of your devotion and help on the state affairs.” 


Although he addressed them in plural, when he said the words, his eyes looked only at 
Yang Lian. 


After that, he covered a lot of topics, from his sons to his wives, and then Concubine Zheng. 
Finally he issued two orders: 


191 


The Strength of the East Wood Party 


First, expel Cui Wen Sheng. 
Second, withdraw the imperial order for giving Concubine Zheng the title of empress. 


That meant the emperor, His Majesty, heeded Yang Lian’s advice, unconditionally, without 


complaint. 
Of course, for him, it was a reasonable and natural arrangement. 


But he would have never imagined his subconscious move would produce a great impact 


to history. 
He didn’t know what the man in front of him was thinking. 


From that moment on, Yang Lian already made up his mind, he would serve his emperor 
to death. 


For a long time he had been an obscure little guy. Although he was active, had ambitions, 
and enjoyed high reputations, he was still a little guy. 


But the man in front of him and the man who ruled the world not only respected him 


without reservation but also accepted his emotions, ambitions, and impeccability. 
He decided to return with his devotion until his death. 


The act was neither a blind devotion nor a commitment of life. It was not even a return of 


favor. 
It originated from an indisputable and irrefutable truth: 
A man dies for his soulmate. 


The day was August 22 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), the 
emperor had only ten days to remain in the human world. 


It would be the most mysterious and unpredictable ten days in the history of late Ming. A 


more vicious plot would avail itself on the stage. 
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Chapter Ten 


A Little Guy’s Struggle 


August 23. 


Cabinet Grand Academicians Liu Yi Jing and Han Kuang, came to work as usual. At the 


Cabinet, they met a man. 


The man’s name was Li Ke Zhuo, the head of the Office of Imperial Guests. He came here 


in order to present his “elixir”. 


First Secretary Fang Cong Zhe was also present. He was not interested in this sort of things. 
After all, the emperor had just taken a wrong dose of medicine. If the messing around 


continued, he didn’t want to bear the blames. 


Both Liu Yi Jing and Han Kuang abhorred such things. But they didn’t pay much attention. 
They simply sent the man away. 


Apparently this was a small matter and small matters were not supposed to get attentions. 
But this theory sometimes would fail to work. 
Two days later, August 25. 


The emperor issued an edict and summoned the cabinet officials and the ministers of the 


six ministries. In addition, he specifically included Yang Lian. 
Everyone was baffled by this. 


More baffling was that from then on until his death, every meeting he called included Yang 
Lian. There was neither reason nor necessity for doing that. Or his intuition told him that the 


man named Yang Lian was very important. 
His intuition was spot on. 


By now the emperor was on his last breath. Almost every official thought the meeting was 


to discuss important matters about the country and the empire. 
But surprisingly to them, his wife was the only topic in this cabinet meeting. 


What the emperor had in mind was that his concubine Select Maid Li now had only one 
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daughter and considering that she had served him for years and that was not an easy thing, he 
was thinking of promoting her to imperial concubine. 


In addition, he brought out his eldest son Zhu You Jiao and told the lords the child had lost 
his mother and Select Maid Li would from now on take care of him. 


Everyone present was flabbergasted. 


Obviously your days of frolicking are numbered. Considering that your brain is still 
working, please hurry up and get something real done. Draft a will. Even if you get the coffin 
ready, it means you are prepared. But now you are thinking about your wife’s title and that’s 


just amazing. 


But to the people present, this was a model husband who respected women and was loyal 
to his wife even upon his death. 


But that was not the truth. 
August 26. 


Surprisingly to many, the emperor once again issued an edict and called a cabinet meeting. 
The men present in the meeting included cabinet officers, ministers, and of course Yang Lian. 


The meeting went on just like yesterday’s. It was a confusing meeting. Having summoned 
his officials here, the emperor somehow opened by a chat of family matters. Then he again got 


Zhu You Jiao in. He said, my son is still young, he needs care, and so forth. 


The idle talk dragged on for an hour. Then the emperor got tired from talking. Just when 


everyone was thinking the meeting was coming to an end, another round of blather began. 


Just like yesterday, the emperor once again mentioned he wanted to make Select Maid Li 
imperial concubine. By now the men understood all those nonsense talks were really about 
this matter. 


Sun Ru You, the minister of rites, opined that if the emperor agreed, it could be done. 
But just at this moment, something shocking happened. 


Someone suddenly rushed in and interrupted the meeting, and in front of the emperor, the 


whole cabinet, and the ministers, pulled away Zhu You Jiao, the emperor’s eldest son. 
The person was Select Maid Li. 


Everyone was stunned and no one went to intervene or stop her. The reason was simple, 
after all Select Maid Li was the emperor’s wife and when the emperor didn’t intervene, who 
would? 


More unbelievable was very soon they heard sounds of severe scolding and it was the 
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sound of Select Maid Li scolding the emperor’s eldest son. 
Then an unprecedented scene took place. 


The future successor of the Empire of Great Ming was pulled away by a woman and 
publicly scolded and the emperor, the first secretary, and the ministers showed no reaction 
and allowed it to progress. 


Everyone stood there silently and listened to the woman’s scolding until it ended. 


Then, Zhu You Jiao, who had not come of age, appeared. Appearing very unwillingly, he 
walked to his father’s side and said: 


“She wants to be the empress!” 


The mystery was solved. The baffling meeting and blathering finally had an explicit answer, 


threat and force. 


The meeting was called under duress. The blathering was under duress. One was a dying 
husband and another was a child of tender age. If they were not pressured, it would seem to 
be too unreasonable. 


Select Maid Li was very confident because she knew very well that her feeble husband 
wouldn’t dare to refuse her demand. 


Now she was just one step away from sitting in the empress’s seat. 
But till her death she wouldn’t be able to cross that single step. 
As soon as the emperor’s eldest son uttered those words, another voice sounded: 


“Tf the emperor wants to title an imperial concubine, Yours Obedient will start the process 


as soon as possible!” 
The one who uttered those words was Sun Ru You, the minister of rites. 


Select Maid Li was just too green. Comparing to the slyboots of the Court, she was at most 


a kindergartener. 


Minister Sun was just super clever. When he saw the situation he knew the emperor’s 
resistance was weakening. And he acted decisively. In one sentence, he converted empress to 


imperial concubine. 
The emperor was also clever and immediately replied: good, let’s do it. 


That ended the dream of Miss Li. But she was not going to give up because she knew she 
had another card, the emperor’s eldest son, in her hands. 


As soon as the dying man was completely dead, everything would be in her grip. 


But she didn’t know by now a pair of eyes was dead locked on her. 
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Yang Lian was certain the overbearing woman would soon be a very formidable enemy. 
He had to be prepared. 


August 29. 


In the prior three days, the emperor’s condition didn’t improve at all. On this day, he once 
again summoned First Secretary Fang Cong Zhe and other key officials. 


The emperor this time had a clear mind and went to the main subject at the opening: 
What's going with the longevity planks and the resting place? 


The longevity planks meant the coffin and the resting place meant the tomb. That meant 
arranging the affairs after his death. 


But either old man Fang Cong Zhe was too old or was confused, when he opened his 
mouth, he said a lot of words assuring the emperor your father’s tomb and coffin are all in 
good order. 


Perhaps the emperor also felt awkward, he had to point his finger to himself and said: 
Mine. 


First Secretary Fang was thoroughly embarrassed. But before he recovered from his senses, 
he heard the second question from the emperor: 


“T’ve heard a doctor from the Office of Imperial Guests presented azoth, where is he now?” 
Without thinking much of the question, Fang Cong Zhe gave his answer: 

“The man’s name is Li Ke Zhuo. He said he had elixir but we didn’t want to believe him.” 
He ought to have mulled more on the question. 

Azoth was not elixir and not wanting to believe was not the same as didn’t believe. 

It was the ambiguous answer that resulted in a mistaken decision: 

“Well, get him here.” 


Li Ke Zhuo entered the hall and met the emperor. He measured the emperor's pulse and 
did his diagnosis. Finally he took out his elixir. 


The name of the elixir was red pill. 


Now in the morning of August 29 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), 
the emperor took the red pills. 


He felt very good. 
According to what is said in history books, once he took the red pills, he felt happy. It also 


improved his digestion and increased his appetite. 
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When the news arrived, the officials who had been anxiously waiting outside of the palace 
were happy and jubilant. 


The emperor was also happy. A few hours later, to enhance the result, he took more red 
pills. 


In the afternoon, the accomplished Li Ke Zhuo left the palace. Outside of the palace, he met 
First Secretary Fang Cong Zhe, who was waiting there. 


Fang Cong Zhe said to him: 
“Your drug works really well, Ill award you fifty ounces of silver.” 
Li Ke Zhuo happily left. But he would never receive his reward. 


Fang Cong Zhe and the men who had been in the meeting stayed in the Cabinet. They were 
sure the emperor, who would have recovered, would summon them again. 


Twelve hours later. 


At dawn, the officials who had been staying in the Cabinet suddenly received an emperor’s 


order delivered by a eunuch: 
Come to see the emperor immediately. 


Everyone knew what that meant. But even before they arrived, they got more news, the 


emperor had died. 


On September 1 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), the Glorious 
Father of Ming died in the palace. He was thirty nine and he had been in the throne for a 


month. 


There was nothing unusual about an emperor’s death and there was nothing unusual 
about an emperor taking medicine. But it was unusual for an emperor to die after taking 


medicine. 
The Case of Red Pills, one of the three cases of Ming was unfolded. 


No one knew what sort of medicine were the red pills and no one knew behind the death 
what plot was hidden. 


Now, there were thirteen men rushing toward the Palace of Heavenly Order. They 
included cabinet officers and ministers. They had different ideas and plans in their minds. 
Because the emperor was dead, position, interest, power, and everything would change. 


Only one man was the exception. 


Yang Lian was grief stricken because the man who valued him had died and he died 
without a clear reason. Now he had only one idea in his mind. 
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Find the truth about the death, find the dark hand behind the scene, expose the sinister plot, 
let justice run its course, and let the dead close his eyes and rest in peace. 

That was Yang Lian’s resolution. 

But at the moment, Yang Lian was facing a more complicated and thornier issue. 

Although they were all staying in the Cabinet and learned the news at the same time, there 
were differences in age and physical strength. Some, such as the lords of the Cabinet, among 


them old man Fang Cong Zhe were already over seventy and Liu Yi Jing and Han Kuang were 
also old. They reacted a bit slow and they arrived a little late. 


The first ones that arrived at the Palace of Heavenly Order were the six ministers, the left 
censor general, and of course Yang Lian. 


These men already got the news the emperor was dead. Given the man was already dead, 
they didn’t need to hurry anymore. They had to consider respecting their bosses. They decided 


to wait for the arrival of First Secretary Fang before they would enter. 


Without being in the palace, lachrymal reserves were not of use yet. In addition, it was 
early dawn and still dark. They had to wait anyway. Instead of idly waiting there they began 
discussing postmortem matters. 


Of course the one who would succeed the throne was Zhu You Jiao, the eldest son. But the 
problem was his father died and his mother was also dead, he was also very young and had 
no one in the palace to take care of him, what to do? 


Thus Sun Ru You, the minister of rites, Zhou Jia Mo, the minister of personnel, and Zhang 
Wen Da, the left censor general, made a proposal: hand Zhu You Jiao to Select Maid Li. 


Majority of the people supported the proposal. In fact there was only one opposed to it. 
Then he heard the voice of the only opposition. 
“Never, never!” 


In fact, in terms of position and seniority, Yang Lian was not of a rank to voice his opinion. 
He was only a little seventh grade palace emissary. To put it more disparagingly, he should 


never have been there. 


But everyone at the scene fell silent and waited for him to speak. He was one of those 
whom the emperor summoned before he died, in other words, he was a caretaking official. 


Yang Lian was very emotional. He told everyone there Zhu You Jiao was too young and if 
he was sent to the care of a woman, especially a woman of ill intent, then if he was coerced to 
do something, the consequence would be unimaginable. 


His words stoked the memories of the key officials at the scene. Just a few days ago, they 
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witnessed in their own eyes the true evil nature of the vicious woman. 
They agreed with Yang Lian. 


But in fact, given the emperor was already dead, the future successor was already in Select 
Maid Li’s control. 


Yang Lian laid out his plan: 


“Once we get into the palace, we immediately go find the eldest son. Once he is found, we 


immediately bring him out of the palace so that he is out of Select Maid Li’s manipulation. 
Then our job is done!” 
All thirteen caretaking officials arrived. Led by Yang Lian, they walked toward the palace. 


A life and death struggle was about to begin. 


Battle, commenced at the gate 
When the thirteen caretaking officials arrived at the gate, they were stopped. 


The ones who stopped them were a few eunuchs. No doubt, it was Select Maid Li's 


arrangement. 


When the emperor died, she was inside the palace. As a woman whose intellectual capacity 
was higher than that of Concubine Zheng’s, her intuition told her those arriving caretaking 


officials would completely destroy her ambition. 
She decided to prevent them from entering the palace. 


We have to say the strategy worked. The eunuchs guarded the gate and would not let them 
in no matter what they said. These old men and bookmen didn’t understand the simple truth 
that force produced power. They stared at the eunuchs and knew not what to do. 


Fortunately one of them was a desperado: 


“The emperor is already dead. We are the caretaking officials. We come by order! Who the 
hell are you and you dare to stop us? Now, the son of the emperor is going to take the throne 
and the situation is unclear and you have the palace gate closed, what are you going to do?” 


To deal with rascals and illiterates, bawls would work better than pleads. 


Yang Lian’s roars pushed aside the unyielding eunuchs. Finally the caretaking officials saw 


the no longer breathing emperor. 


Routine procedures followed. They wailed and kowtowed. Once they finished crying and 
kowtowing, they were on the real business. 


Grand Academician Liu Yi Jing was the first to ask: 
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“Where’s the emperor’s son? Where is he?” 
No one answered. 

“Get him over her now!” 

Still, no one answered. 


Select Maid Li understood very well the most important pawn in her hands was the 
emperor’s son. As long as she had control of the future successor, all of her wishes and 
ambitions would be satisfied. 

It was a killer trick and it worked so perfectly that even Yang Lian didn’t know how to deal 
with it. How could they find? How could a bunch of old men in their fifties and seventies find 


the energy to play hide and seek? 


Yang Lian was extremely worried. After all, he was not at home, where he would be able to 
find a place for a sleep and then continue next day. If it didn’t work out on the same day, then 
once Select Maid Li issued an imperial edict next day, then he wouldn’t even be able to know 
if he would still be alive or not. 


We must find him, now, at once, we must! 

At the crucial moment, a eunuch walked to Grand Academician Liu Yi Jing and whispered 
to his ear: 

“The Heated Attic.” 

The name of the eunuch was Wang An. 

Wang An was a native of Xiongxian of Hebei province. Forty years ago, he started at the 
palace and his boss was Feng Bao. 


Twenty six years earlier, he received a new assignment. He was sent to a place no one 
wanted to go and accompany one no one wanted to accompany. The man was Zhu Chang Luo, 
the emperor's eldest son, whom everyone disdained and didn’t even have a title. 

Wang An was a good man, at least he was one who knew what was real. When Zhu Chang 
Luo’s position was teetering, he staunchly stood firm. He did all he could in the “Succession 
Fight” and “Bludgeon Attack” and proved his loyalty. 

After Zhu Chang Luo became the emperor, he became the pen-keeping eunuch of 
Inspectorate of Rites and held the power of inner palace. 

The men the fellow liked the most were the East Wood men because the East Wood Party 


had been always an ally of the emperor. 


The person he disliked the most was Select Maid Li. The woman often bullied Gifted 
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Woman Wang, who happened to be the mother of the emperor’s eldest son, Zhu You Jiao. 
If this is not the moment to be a spoiler, when else? 
Liu Yi Jing exploded and roared out: 
“Who is hiding the Son of Heaven?” 


But once his roar was over, he had nothing to follow up because after all they were inside 
the palace. The child was hiding there but they would not be breaking in and grab him. 


The best way was to get Select Maid Li to voluntarily hand out the child, send him to the 


door, and wave goodbye. 


That didn’t seem to be possible at all. But Wang An said it was possible. Then he went to 
the Heated Attic. 


Confronting Select Maid Li, Wang An showed his aptitude as an outstanding eunuch. He 
didn’t have the physical strength to snatch a person, but he had the intellectual prowess to 
carry out a ruse. 


He said to Select Maid Li the situation now was special and the eldest son had to come out 
to get the emperor’s funeral in order and pacify everyone’s emotion. Once it was over, he 
would be back. 


The lie was not a good one but it was enough to fool Select Maid Li. 
She immediately ordered Zhu You Jiao out. 


But suddenly at the moment when she handed the child to Wang An, she realized what 
was going on! She then pulled Zhu You Jiao’s cloth, held it tight, and refused to lose her hands. 


Wang An knew it was time to use force. He decided to rough up the petulant woman. A 
eunuch was neither a man nor a woman, but in terms of physical strength, he was still 
stronger than Miss Li. 


Wang An grabbed Zhu You Jiao, held him, and rushed out of the Heated Attic. When the 
caretaking officials saw the eldest son, they knew they had won. 


By the side of the body (perhaps still warm) of the late emperor, the new emperor accepted 
the greetings of the caretaking officials: Long live the emperor! 


Having uttered the greeting, it was time to run. 


Being on the enemy’s territory and having snatched the enemy’s child, only a fool would 


not have run. 


This was the way how the escape was carried out. Wang An led the way with Liu Yi Jing 
holding Zhu You Jiao’s left hand and Zhang Wei Ying, the Duke of Ying, holding Zhu You 
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Jiao’s right hand. Several old men, including Fang Cong Zhe walked in the middle and Yang 
Lian was the rear guard. In this way, Zhu You Jiao was brought out by a bunch hostage taker 
(actually they were) government officials. 


Just as they expected, as soon as they walked out of the palace, behind them came the shrill 
cry from Select Maid Li: 

“Bro (Zhu You Jiao), come back!” 

Sister Li’s shout was so sudden that despite it took nobody’s life, the officials were truly 
frightened. Actually they already had a palanquin ready and were waiting for the foot men to 
carry the child away. But when they heard the shout, they knew they couldn’t wait anymore 
and with a stomp of feet, they took off. 

If they didn’t want to wait, they had to carry the palanquin themselves. They were in such 
a hurry that several of the senior officials rushed on to lift the palanquin. 

The four senior carriers were Minister Zhou Jia Mo of Personnel, Palace Emissary Yang 
Lian, Cabinet Grand Academician Liu Yi Jing, and Zhang Wei Ying, the Duke of Ying. 

We are familiar with the previous figures. The last man Zhang Wei Ying was the highest 
ranked duke by inheritance. His ancestor was the number one celebrity general Zhang Yu, 
who fought with Zhu Di, the Grandfather of Great Deeds and died in action in the War of 
Cleansing Court. 

In other words, among the four men, except Yang Lian, the lowest ranked was a minister. I 
also checked their ages, the youngest was Yang Lian and he was already forty eight. When 
adrenaline kicked in, men would risk their lives. 

Escorted by these senior officials, Zhu You Jiao left the Palace of Heavenly Order. Their 
destination was the Hall of Virtue and Youth. Once they got there and completed the 
ceremony, Zhu You Jiao would become the new emperor. 


By then, Select Maid Li’s sinister hope would be completely ruined. 


Of course, the plot line of the most hackneyed TV series dictates that bad people would not 
just give up easily. Real history also happened that way. 


The aged limbs were nonetheless not so fast. Pretty soon, the officials discovered they had 
been caught up. 


The men who chased them were Select Maid Li’s eunuchs. One who led the chase didn’t 


mince words. He rudely stopped the officials and shouted out his admonishment: 
“Where are you taking the emperor’s son?” 


As he was saying he also grabbed Zhu You Jiao. It seemed he would use force. 
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Plotting intrigues and squabbling were the things that the officials were good at. But 
brawling was not their forte. Mr. Yang Lian had to come out again. 


He berated the eunuchs and then encouraged Zhu You Jiao: 

“Everyone in the world is your servant. You don’t need to worry!” 

A round of berating and flattering subdued the eunuchs. Sensing the situation was 
hopeless, the leader retreated. 


The name of the eunuch leader who was scolded away by Yang Lian was Li Jin Zhong, 
who was not a well-known figure. But soon after, he would change his name to the one that 
was more well-known, Wei Zhong Xian. 


Escorted by Yang Lian, Zhu You Jiao finally came to the Hall of Virtue and Youth. Here he 
accepted the homage from the officials recognizing him as a sovereign. He became the new 
emperor and was known in history as the Accomplished and Peaceful Father of Ming. 


Zhu You Jiao, the Accomplished and Peaceful Father of Ming 


That meant he had the throne. But there was still a problem. After all, it was the Great 
Empire of Ming and not a grocery mart. The routine had to be followed and there had to be a 


coronation. 


Someone suggested getting it done today. But Comrade Yang Lian disagreed. The fellow 
was certain the coronation had to be held on a propitious day. A check of the calendar showed 
September 6 was such a day. Then let it be September 6. 


It was a very wrong decision. 


Today was September 1 and as long as the eldest son of the late emperor was not coronated, 
the Palace of Heavenly Order was still Select Maid Li’s demesne. Not only that, she was still 
the caretaker of the late emperor’s son. For her to overturn everything, six days was surely 
enough. 


But Yang Lian didn’t recognize that. 


Just when he was about to step into an abyss, a man grabbed him and then spat right on his 
face. 


The man’s name was Zuo Guang Dou. 


Zuo Guang Dou’s courtesy name was Yi Zhi. He was a native of Tongcheng of Anhui and a 
distinguished scholar of year thirty five of Ten Thousand Seasons. He was the patrolling 
censor of the Censorial Council, Yang Lian’s most loyal comrade in arms, and the most 
courageous soldier of the East Wood Party. 
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His position was low but his knowledge of the world lofty. As soon as they stepped out of 
the door, he grabbed Yang Lian and spat straight into his face: 


“To wait for the coronation on the sixth, but today is just the first. If something changes, 
how do you deal with that? How can you be worthy of the late emperor’s trust in you?” 


Yang Lian awoke. He finally understood he had made an inexcusable mistake. 


The late emperor’s son was still in the palace. Once Select Maid Li seized him and used him 
to command the officials, their demise would be a certainty! 


But given where they were, they had to wait to the next day. The day was already late and 
the imperial palace was not a guest house. Lord Yang wasn’t allowed to stay. Regardless, he 
had to wait to tomorrow. 


Yang Lian’s absence meant Select Maid Li’s chance had arrived. 


At dusk, Zhu You Jiao once again came back to the Palace of Heavenly Order. He had to 
come back because his father’s body was still there. 


But as soon as he stepped into the palace, he was seized by Select Maid Li. The dead body 
was not gone yet and already a live man was taken. 


Seeing the caretaking officials would be finished, Wang An again intervened. 


The eunuch could be thought as the embodiment of wisdom and cunning. He immediately 
stepped forward to negotiate with Select Maid Li. Having been robbed once, one had to have 
some memory, but after rounds of humbugging by Mr. Wang An, somehow Select Maid Li 
handed Zhu You Jiao out again. 


It was something truly hard to comprehend. Either Miss Li was too foolish or Eunuch 
Wang was too smart, but anyhow, the end result was Select Maid Li once again lost an 
opportunity and the final opportunity. 

On the next day Yang Lian would launch the most ferocious attack. 

September 2. 

Minister Zhou Jia Mo of Personnel and Censor Zuo Guang Dou submitted a joint memorial, 


in which they demanded Select Maid Li to move out of the Palace of Heavenly Order 
immediately. 


It was a very smart strategy. The Palace of Heavenly Order was the bedchamber of the 
emperor. As long as Select Maid Li was out of it, she would not be able to restrain the emperor 
and lose all political efficacies. 


But it wouldn’t do to push Select Maid Li out by their own hands. The woman was still an 
emperor’s concubine and protocols would be violated if she was touched. 


205 


A Little Guy’s Struggle 


After some discussions, Yang Lian and others agreed on their opinions: they would let her 


move on her own. 


Zuo Guang Dou volunteered for the tough job. To completely expel the woman, he wrote a 
memorial through the night and it was an extraordinarily vicious memorial. 


The writing basically said, Miss Li, you are not the empress and no one is going to make 
you an empress; you cannot live in the Palace of Heavenly Order and you are also not needed 
there. 


Then he further pointed out. Zhu You Jiao was only sixteen and he was a youth in his 
puberty. He would be easily aroused. It would not be appropriate for you to stay together. 


At this point, the words are already blatant. 
Don’t worry, more blatant are about to follow. 


At the end of the writing, Zuo Guang Dou wrote some words that touched the core of the 
issue: 


“The calamity brought on by Wu is happening now. In the future someone won’t wish to 
talk about it!” 


Here Wu is Wu Ze Tian. In other words, Mr. Zuo Guang Dou worried if it was allowed to 
continue, Wu Ze Tian’s usurpation of the throne could happen again. 


If you think these are words way out of line, then you are wrong. In fact, they were very 
very way out of line, because Zuo Guang Dou was an educated man. Sometimes, educated 
men could be more roguish than rogues. 

I hope you still remember that Wu Ze Tian initially was the concubine of the Grand Father 
of Tang, the Omnipresent Virtuous Father of Tang was the son of the Grand Father of Tang, 


and later she became the concubine of the Omnipresent Virtuous Father of Tang. 


Now Select Maid Li was the concubine of the Glorious Father of Ming and the 
Accomplished and Peaceful Father of Ming was the son of the Glorious Father, then ...... 


Mr. Zuo Guang Dou hinted it was because Select Maid Li wanted to seduce her (titular) 
son that she wanted to stay in the palace. 


Select Maid Li was incensed, which is reasonable because if you received it you'd be also 
incensed. But the question is, what can you do? 


The idea that Select Maid Li came up was to ask Zuo Guang Dou to come for a 
conversation. In reality, it was a truly bad idea because this is the way Zuo Guang Dou replied: 


“Tam a censor and I'll go if the emperor summons me. Who the hell are you?” 
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September 3. 


Zuo Guang Dou’s memorial was finally delivered to the emperor. But the emperor had no 


reaction. The reason was simple, he didn’t understand it. 


Thanks to his father, who for decades lived in hiding and fear, he didn’t do anything on his 
son’s education. Little Zhu You Jiao never received much education. But instead, he enjoyed 
being a carpenter. For years he studied on carpentry. 


Fortunately, he had Wang An on his side. 


Eunuch Wang didn’t betray his reputation. With a lot of additional flavors, he explained it, 
omitting the parts that were not suitable for children. Then he arrived at the conclusion: Select 
Maid Li had to go. 


Zhu You Jiao made his decision. Let her go. 

Pretty soon Select Maid Li learned the decision. She decided to fight back. 
September 4. 

The way Select Maid Li chose to fight back was to open a negotiation. 


She sent an emissary to see Yang Lian, hoping the iron soldier would suddenly be out of 
his mind so that he would abandon the victory that was almost in his hands, trust that she 
would be a kind and unselfish woman, and make it clear generously that she would be 
allowed to continue to live in the Palace of Heavenly Order and interfere with state affairs. 


A human being can’t be so stupid like that. 

But she was. 

The emissary she sent over was Li Jin Zhong, the future Wei Zhong Xian. 
This was the first confrontation between the two archenemies. 


Of course Yang Lian back then didn’t take the eunuch seriously. Upon seeing him, he went 


straight to the point: 

“When is she (Select Maid Li) going to move out?” 

Li Jin Zhong was very polite: 

“Select Maid Li is the foster mother designated by the late emperor. There should be no 
problem for her to live in the palace.” 

Yang Lian was not so polite: 


“Remember my words. Go back and tell Select Maid Li, now the emperor has acceded to 
the throne and he has ordered her to move out. If she obeys the order, she can get her title back. 


{7 


If she is still stubborn, she’ll be at the emperor’s mercy 
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At the end he added: 
“So will you!” 


Li Jin Zhong left in silence. He knew he was not strong enough yet. Before his chance came, 
he had to wait. 


Select Maid Li was desperate. But she didn’t want to give up. Before the final defeat, she 
would mount a fight for the last time. She went to see another person. 


September 5, the last day before the coronation. 


By protocol, the next day was the date of the official coronation of the emperor. But Select 
Maid Li still stubbornly refused to move. It was obvious she was going to remain petulant. 
Yang Lian went to see Fang Cong Zhe, the first secretary, hoping he would mobilize the 
officials and force Select Maid Li to move. 


But Fang Cong Zhe’s reaction greatly surprised him. The old man, who had been 
enthusiastic, suddenly changed his stance: 


“Let her stay a few days, there won’t be any harm.” 
Yang Lian was outraged: 


“Tomorrow is the emperor’s coronation day. Are you going to allow him to cower in the 
East Palace and yield the emperor’s palace to that woman?” 


Fang Cong Zhe remained silent. 


Select Maid Li finally became smart once. If she wasn’t able to win over Yang Lian, she 
would work on others, such as Fang Cong Zhe. 


Yang Lian alone would be powerless. 


But she was wrong. The lonely Yang Lian was still powerful. In his heart, there had always 
been a belief: 


When I was a little guy you knew my aroused feeling, accepted my suggestions, trusted 
my ability, and entrusted affairs after your death to me. 


I will do my best, fight to the last moment, and Ill not give up. 
All for your trust and respect. 


On this last day, Yang Lian went to the Cabinet and the ministries and lobbied hard. He 
told everyone the situation was urgent and they must step forward. For the whole day, even 
when he met with cold shoulders and ridicules, he continued lobbying hard ceaselessly. 


Finally, many were moved by him and followed him to the palace gate. 


Facing the gruesome palace, Yang Lian shouted a resolute and loud proclamation: 
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“Today, until you kill me, if you don’t move out, I’ll not leave!” 


From the start to the end, Select Maid Li had been a greedy woman. To obtain her goal, she 
was ruthless and fought at all costs. She abused Zhu You Jiao’s mother, coerced the emperor, 
and admonished the emperor’s eldest son. She did all those to advance her ambition and greed. 


Now she retreated. She decided to give up because she saw the man named Yang Lian was 
courageous and dared to perish with her together. 


Feeling hopeless, she sighed and moved out of the Palace of Heavenly Order. Thence after 
she disappeared without a trace. Perhaps she was still domineering and petulant, but no one 
knew if she was. She was not important anymore. 


Moving out with her were her personal eunuchs. Time and situation had changed. It was 
tough to earn a living. 


But one eunuch stayed. He knew his fortune had not come to an end. He already 


discovered a new target, another woman. 


From this woman, he would acquire new prospect and a new name. 
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Chapter Eleven 


Powerful, Powerful and Unparalleled 


On September 9 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), Zhu You Jiao, the 
Accomplished and Peaceful Father of Ming, was coronated in the Palace of Heavenly Order. 
His reign year title was named Divine Beginning. 


An era of nonpareil complexities and terrific splendor thus began. 


Yang Lian finally accomplished his mission. Starting from August 22 of year forty eight of 
Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), in just fifteen short days, he had been in despair countless 
number of times and had risen up countless number of times. The emperor’s audience, red 
pills, palace rush, child snatching, lobbying, and vowing fight to death, he had seen all sorts of 
evil and bad people and he had employed all sorts of intrigues and ruthless tricks. 


Finally, he succeeded. 
Per history records, in just over a dozen short days, his hair turned snowy white. 


When Zhu You Jiao, Emperor Divine Beginning, sat in the throne and looked at the man 
who had exhausted all of his energy for his successful succession, he knew he had to reward 
him. 

A few days later, Yang Lian was promoted to executive palace emissary at the Ministry of 
War. A year later, he became the deputy chief of Office of Rituals and Land. In the same year, 
he was promoted to assistant censor general. Later he became the left deputy censor general. 
In one year, he was elevated from a seventh grade little official to a secondary second grade 


ministry level official. 
Of course he was not the only one that got rewarded. 


Zhao Nan Xing, an East Wood man, reemerged from twenty years of retirement and 


became the minister of personnel. 


East Wood man Gao Pan Long became the manager of Palace Kitchen and later was 


promoted to deputy chief of Palace Kitchen. 
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East Wood man Zou Yuan Biao became the chief of Office of Crime and Prosecution. Later 
he became the right deputy minister of justice and left censor general. 


East Wood man Sun Shen Xing was promoted to the minster of rites. 


East Wood man Zuo Guang Dou was promoted to deputy chief of Office of Crime and 
Prosecution. A year later, he was promoted to left executive censor general. 


There are too many other positions and men to name. For sake of brevity, they are not 
enumerated here. 


When I was little, my teacher told me, individuals are insignificant and people are great 
when they are united, and now I am convinced. 


He who became the emperor was the emperor. Those who got promoted were promoted. 
Those who got kicked out were kicked out. But the man who had ruled the world was almost 
entirely forgotten. 


On Zhu Chang Luo, the Glorious Father of Ming, as a very unique (short lived) emperor, 
his life can be summarized in these words, he suffered and he was bitter. 


He was disdained since birth. His mother was cast aside. When he grew up, he wasn’t 
allowed to receive education. He was not declared the crown prince. Essentially he was 
thrown into no man’s land. His living standard was so low that even his assassin, who was 
just an ordinary peasant with a stick, was bold enough to enter his palace. 


After an arduous wait, he acceded to the throne and yet still he had to be subjected to his 
wife’s coercion. He endured for decades, let himself loose once and got his health ruined. He 
saw a doctor and met a Mongolian doctor. He wanted to cure his disease and took elixir and 
he indeed became an immortal. 


More ironically, in many history books, most of the references about him are the three big 
cases, Concubine Zheng, and Select Maid Li. It seems he had nothing to do with them. The 


reason is simple; he had only been an emperor for a month. 


After he died, officials debated about the issue of his reign year title. Because in July of year 
forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons, Emperor Ten Thousand Seasons died and in August, he 
died, so his reign year title, Peace and Prosperity, didn’t get used. 


That created a problem. If year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620) was named 
as year one of Peace and Prosperity, it wouldn’t be right because until July, his dad was still 


alive. 


If the next year (AD 1621) was named year one of Peace and Prosperity, it also wouldn’t be 
right because in August of last year, he was already dead. 
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It was a problem without a solution. 


The problem was eventually resolved. The officials’ unmatched superior skills in 


muddying the water brought out a plan that was unprecedented and unrepeated: 


January through July of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620) would remain 
as year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons. August of the year would be year one of Peace 
and Prosperity. The next year (AD 1621) would be year one of Devine Beginning. 


In other words, the first seven months of the year belonged to his father, the next year was 
his son’s, and his reign year lasted only one month. 


The reason was simple. He was an emperor for only a month. 


He was a pitiable man. For decades he lived in fear. When he was alive no one respected 
him. When he died his reign had no title. In fact, as soon as he died, there were already a 


bunch of people busying themselves fighting about his son and his palace. 
The reason was simple. He was an emperor for only one month. 


Someone had said to me, actually history is very interesting. But I said to him, actually 
history is very uninteresting. 


Most of the time in history, there are no rights and wrongs and there are only successes and 
failures. 


With positions at left censor general, left deputy censor general, the minister of personnel, 
the deputy minister of justice, and manager of Office of Crime and Prosecution, etc. etc., the 


government was now in the hands of the East Wood Party. 


It was so powerful that it couldn’t be more powerful. In history, such a phenomenon is 


called “good reigned over the government”. 


The traditional interpretation in some history books says that from now on, run by the East 
Wood, the government entered a period where justice prevailed and selfishness disappeared. 
Many greedy bad people were pushed out and many good people were kept. 


If one word is to be used to rate such sort of description, it is nonsense. 

If two words are used as to rate it, it is utter nonsense. 

As I have said before, the East Wood Party was not an organization of believers of virtues. 
Now, I'll say it again. 

Once they got power, the first thing these fellows did was to investigate the case of red pills. 


Investigation should be done. After all, the emperor’s death was mysterious, even if there 


were no conspiracies. But the two Mongolian doctors, one of them wrote a prescription of 
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laxatives, which made the late emperor having bowl movements for dozens of times, and 
another gave him elixir, which sent him to heaven, should have been investigated for their 
responsibilities regardless. 


Take a big step back, even if you still feel it’s not enough after getting those responsible and 
want to dig out a few dark hands behind the scenes, key suspects like Concubine Zheng and 
Select Maid Li, who were infamous and out of power, would be easy preys and sure kills. 


But they didn’t settle on the ones readily available. Instead, they went here and there and 
found an old man, Fang Cong Zhe. 


In year one of Devine Beginning (AD 1621), Sun Shen Xing, the minister of rites, wrote to 
attack Fang Cong Zhe. It basically alleged that Fang Cong Zhe and Concubine Zheng were in a 
conspiracy and he also had rewarded Li Ke Zhuo. After the incident, he only sent Li Ke Zhuo 
home but didn’t execute him. Therefore he was guilty of grave crimes and must be punished 
severely. 


That has to be a silly prank. As we've said earlier, Li Ke Zhuo’s initial attempt to present 
elixir was actually dismissed by Old Man Fang. The reward he received later had been agreed 
by the emperor. What were the red pills, no one knew. But it wouldn’t be good to simply 
remove someone recklessly. 


Thus regardless, from any angle to look at the matter, Fang Cong Zhe didn’t do anything 
wrong. Also, now with the East Wood men in power, Old Man Fang knew the direction of the 
wind and he didn’t want to linger anymore. He wanted to retire and go home. 


But Minister Sun, in his own words, perfectly explained the meaning of the phrase, 


argument without merit. 


“Even if Cong Zhe (Fang Cong Zhe) didn’t intend to kill the emperor, he is still guilty of 
causing the emperor’s death. Even if he is not said to have killed the emperor, he can’t avoid 
the fact that the emperor had been killed.” 


He was saying, even if you didn’t have the intention to kill the emperor, you are still guilty 
of having the emperor killed. Even if you retire and get away, you can’t get away from this 


matter. 
Sophistry aside, he also wanted a total annihilation. 
“Your Majesty should punish this wicked man, there must be a payback!” 


The so-called wicked man was not Li Ke Zhuo but Fang Cong Zhe, the first secretary of the 
Cabinet and his immediate boss. 


Obviously he was very excited. 
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Once Minister Sun’s excitement abated, Zou Yuan Biao, the left censor general, also became 
excited. He followed with his memorial, if it was just for the thrill. They wouldn’t stop Fang 
Cong Zhe’s downfall. 


That was a really strange thing. 
Why did they keep pursuing a septuagenarian, who was about to depart? 
They had an ulterior motive. 


Concubine Zheng was not important, Select Maid Li was not important, and even the case 
itself was not important. They targeted Fang Cong Zhe because they wanted to complete the 
purge. The real reason was he was in the Party of Zhes. 


If they brought down Fang Cong Zhe, they would be able to eliminate a large number of 
people, in the name of investigating the case. Then they would have the power safely in their 
hands. 


They got what they wanted. Soon after that, Cui Wen Sheng was sent to Nanjing. Li Ke 
Zhuo was sentenced to banishment and Fang Cong Zhe forever left the government. 


That marked the end of the three big cases of Ming. The Party of East Wood won a 
complete victory. 


The condition became better and better. In October of year one of Divine Beginning (AD 


1621), another key figure came back. 
The man was Ye Xiang Gao. 


Among the East Wood men, the most courageous was Yang Lian, but the smartest had to 
be this fellow. The position he took was the first secretary of the Cabinet. 


Known as the world’s most famous slyboots, his arrival marked the crescendo of the Party 
of East Wood. 


Having eliminated their domestic worries, they had to deal with foreign issues. 


Before they even got the chance to celebrate, they received a piece of news, Shenyang had 
fallen. 


It was after Xiong Ting Bi’s departure that Shenyang fell. 


Ever since Xiong Ting Bi started garrisoning Eastern Liao, Nurhaci had been quiet. Lord 
Xiong as a man behaved crudely but did his job with finesse. He set up a flawless defense. 
Under his management, Nurhaci became a leader of a guerrilla force. All he could do was 
some robberies once a while without achieving any big result. 


Brute Xiong was the name given to Xiong Ting Bi by Nurhaci, out of his fear of and anger 
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toward Xiong Ting Bi. 


It was a fitting nickname. Not only was he brutal toward his enemy, he was also brutal to 


his own men. 


We have described Lord Xiong’s personality. He was exceptionally vicious and ferocious. 
He would never allow himself be shortchanged. He was good at swearing. Once he finished 
swearing at Nurhaci, he didn’t feel he was done. After couple of times, he even swore at the 
bosses at the Ministry of War and the censors. 


That didn’t do him any good. After all, he was still reporting to the Ministry of War, not to 
mention those censors, whose job was to swear and weren’t supposed to be sworn at. So it 


became an open warfare. In the end, Lord Xiong had to leave. 
The one succeeded Xiong Ting Bi was Yuan Ying Tai. 


In history, Yuan Ying Tai was a man that had received high praises. He was honest and 
forthright and wise in his work. But he had only one drawback. He was not into fighting. 


That meant he was hopeless. 


Once he arrived, he thought Xiong Ting Bi’s policies were too harsh and weren’t humane. 
There are many famish people outside of the city (most of them Mongols), why don’t we allow 
them to come in? Even if they don’t know how to fight, at least they can beef up the numbers 
on the parapets. 


He opened the gates and allowed the people to come and personally accepted their 


surrender. 


A month later, Nurhaci attacked. He Shi Xian, the garrison commander of Shenyang, 
fought desperately. At a crucial moment, the Mongol people who had been received as 
refugees started rioting in large scale by attacking the defense forces. Under attack from both 
inside and outside, Shenyang fell. He Shi Xian was killed in battle. All seventy thousand 


defending troops were annihilated. 
The day was March 12 of year one of Divine Beginning (AD 1621). 
Yuan Ying Tai didn’t have the time to regret. He only lived six days more. 


Having taken Shenyang, the Later Jin forces immediately organized and rushed toward the 
next target, Liaoyang. 


Back then, Liaoyang’s position was like today’s Shenyang’s. It was Eastern Liao’s center of 
commerce, culture, and military and it was also the capital of Eastern Liao. The city had 
undergone repeated renovations. It was surrounded by moats and had a solid defense. In 
addition, it had many artillery pieces. It was known as the best fortified city in Eastern Liao. 
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The defense lasted for three days. 


The battle went on in a simple way. Yuan Ying Tai took his thirty thousand troops out to 
fight and was defeated by Nurhaci’s cavalry of sixty thousand. He withdrew to the city. Later 
Jin spies set up fires and made damages and created confusions. Amid the disarray, Later Jin 
troops entered the city. Liaoyang fell. 


Yuan Ying Tai witnessed the fall of his city. He was calm. He took time to put on his Ming 
official attire, which included his dress sword. Facing south, he hung himself. 


He was not a competent Ming general, but he was a competent Ming official. 


The loss of Liaoyang signified the complete collapse of the situation and meant that Eastern 
Liao had become the sphere of influence of Later Jin. It meant from now on they would have 


the freedom to go anywhere they wanted to go and to rob anywhere they wanted to rob. 
The situation couldn’t be any worse. The man who couldn’t be used had to be used. 
In July of year one of Divine Beginning (AD 1621), Xiong Ting Bi went to Eastern Liao. 
In Eastern Liao, he met Wang Hua Zhen. 
He didn’t like the man, ever since the first time they met. He found the man was insolent. 


Now Xiong Ting Bi was the managing strategist of Eastern Liao and Wang Hua Zhen was 
the imperial inspector of Eastern Liao. By rank, Xiong Ting Bi was Wang Hua Zhen’s superior. 

“An actor’s role is not important. The key is if someone knows how to steal a show.” Quote 
by Chen Pei Si, a sketch actor. 

Wang Hua Zhen was a man who knew how to steal a show. Because he had powerful 


backing, he didn’t want to be obedient. 


On the history of these two men, in some history books, they are described like this: Xiong 
Ting Bi was backed by the Party of East Wood and Wang Hua Zhen was backed by the Party 
of Eunuchs. The final outcome also proved how wise was the Party of East Wood and how 
foolish was the Party of Eunuchs. 

Nonsense. 

If it’s not nonsense, then it must be fake ignorance. 

The most original history record tells us that Xiong Ting Bi was a native of Huguang and a 


member of the Party of Chus. Most of the time, the Party of Chus was the enemy of the Party 
of East Wood. 


As to Wang Hua Zhen, if you say he was somehow affiliated with the Party of Eunuchs, 


you are not wrong. But he also had a teacher, whose name was Ye Xiang Gao. 
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In year one of Divine Beginning, the Party of Eunuchs had been pushed to the sidelines. Li 
Jin Zhong was still playing bastard and he didn’t even get his name changed. If he relied on 
these people, Wang Hua Zhen would have long dispatched to guard city gates by Mr. Xiong. 


He dared to be ostentatious and insolent for just one reason, his teacher was the first 
secretary of the Cabinet and the number one man in the government. 


Xiong Ting Bi was right, therefore he was an East Wood or at least supported by the Party 
of East Wood. Wang Hua Zhen was wrong, thus he was with the Party of Eunuchs or at least 
valued by the Party of Eunuchs. That's basically the logic. 


I’m not necessarily unable to understand the logic that good things are mine and bad 
things are others’. I’m also not against that some bad guys should be killed and then trampled. 
I only think one has to be a little generous. 


It was normal for Wang Hua Zhen to be insolent to Xiong Ting Bi because he had more 


troops than Xiong Ting Bi had. 


All the remaining troops in Eastern Liao numbered about a hundred fifty thousand and 
they were all under Wang Hua Zhen. But Xiong Ting Bi had only five thousand under him. 


Whenever Wang Hua Zhen met Xiong Ting Bi, he never wanted to be ordered. He rebuked 
every word, which very much incensed Lord Xiong, who would have chopped him to pieces if 
he had a knife. 


But actually, Wang Hua Zhen was a very able man. 


Wang Hua Zhen was a native of Zhucheng of Shandong and a distinguished scholar of 
year forty one of Ten Thousand Seasons. He was initially a manager at the Ministry of 
Revenue and Population. Later, for unknown reasons, somehow he was transferred to 
Guangning (present day Beining) of Eastern Liao. 


The man was of exceptional talents. The Mongols, despite the troubles they were able to 
make, didn’t dare to come to his territory. Later when Liaoyang and Shenyang fell, people 
panicked and fled to inside of the Pass'®. But he didn’t flee. 


Liaoyang was garrisoned by thousands of troops and yet it was lost. But in Guangning, 
there were only a few thousand men and it was also a dilapidated city. But he insisted on 
defending it. 


Not only did he not flee, he also collected escaped soldiers and organized and trained them. 
Somehow he managed to build a force of almost ten thousand. In addition, he made many 
contacts, which calmed people. His staunch defense of the isolated city stabilized the situation. 


'S The Pass is the Pass of Mountain and Sea, or Shanhaiguan. 
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He was said to have “collected defeated soldiers, defended the isolated city, improved morale, 
and people looked at him with awe”. He became famous, which was really not an easy feat. 


Xiong Ting Bi was also a bigshot. But to his kinsman, he didn’t feel any affinity. It was not 
because bigshots looked down on each other. More importantly, it was because this bigshot 
was not that bigshot. 

Pretty soon, Lord Xiong discovered that Inspector Wang and he were on complete separate 
tracks of thoughts. 

His idea was to build fortifications and beef up defenses while keeping reinforcements on 
the move for long term defense. 

But Wang Hua Zhen thought they should attack and destroy Nurhaci. He also said he 
needed only sixty thousand well trained men to completely wipe out Nurhaci. 

Xiong Ting Bi thought Wang Hua Zhen was too cocky and Wang Hua Zhen thought Xiong 
Ting Bi too timid. 

In the end Wang Hua Zhen shut up. He stopped arguing because arguing was meaningless. 

I have the command of my troops. I can do whatever I want. I’m discussing with you out of 
respect for you and yet you think it’s for real. 

Everything moved forward according to Wang Hua Zhen’s plan. He collected provisions, 
trained troops, sought moles in the enemy, and mustered additional supports. He was busy 
and happy. 

Half way through his preparations, Nurhaci came. 

On January 18 of year two of Divine Beginning (AD 1622), Nurhaci and his troops attacked 
Guangning. 

In prior half of the year, Nurhaci heard Xiong Ting Bi came, and he didn’t come. Later he 
heard Xiong Ting Bi actually didn’t have the real power, and he came. 


Reality showed Inspector Wang had big courage but a small brain. Against Nurhaci’s 
attack, he deployed a strange formation. He deployed troops at Three Forks River as his first 
line of defense. Then he set up his second line of defense at Fort Xiping. The remainder of his 
troops withdrew to Guangning. 


In terms of troop strength, Wang Hua Zhen had twice as many men as Nurhaci. But when 
the enemy came, he neither seemed to want to completely destroy the enemy in one sweep, 
nor did he plan to leave the enemy out of the city wall. The total number of troops in the first 


two lines of defense was less than thirty thousand, which was not enough to stop Nurhaci. 


If one has to speculate in the most sinister way, the only thing good about this formation 
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was to ask the thirty thousand men at the outer lines of defense to fight Nurhaci to death. 
Once they were done, Nurhaci would be almost finished. 


That was actually how it happened. On January 20, Nurhaci attacked the first line of 
defense at Three Forks River and broke it on the same day. 


The next day, he came to the second line at Fort Xiping. He launched a fierce attack but this 
time he didn’t succeed. 


Luo Yi Guan, the commander at Fort Xiping, was a stubborn man. When Nurhaci attacked, 
he repelled it. When the traitor Li Yong Fang urged him to surrender, he repelled by berating 
him. For a whole day, the Later Jin force made no progress. 


Wang Hua Zhen’s reaction was rather quick. He immediately sent three columns, led by 
garrison commanders Liu Qu, Qi Bing Zhong, and his favorite general Sun De Gong, to 


reinforce Fort Xiping. 


Nurhaci was the best at attacking the reinforcement during encirclement. He already 


anticipated the reinforcement. 
But what was out of his anticipation was Ming troop’s fighting ability. 


Garrison Commanders Liu Qu and Qi Bing Zhong went into the battle. The two 
commanders fought bravely. They fought in the front and managed to beat back Later Jin 
troops. Then, Sun De Gong, being the reserve, entered the battle. 


The initial idea was that when Sun De Gong was called up, it was for increasing the 
strength. But unexpectedly, as soon as the fellow entered the battle, he collapsed immediately. 
Amid the panic, General Sun also yelled a shout: 


“We're lost! We're lost!” 
How can you continue the fight when you are already lost? 


Later Jin forces then attacked. Ming forces were defeated. Liu Qu was killed in action. Qi 
Bing Zhong died after being wounded. Sun De Gong fled and the thousands of Ming troops 
commanded by them were all destroyed. 


Now, in front of Nurhaci was the helpless and coverless Fort Xiping. 


Luo Yi Guan knew his fortification had been encircled and there would be no more 
reinforcement. There would be no hope. There was nothing he could do to gain a victory. 


But he still decided to defend because he considered it was his duty. 
On January 22, Nurhaci mustered his fifty thousand men and launched a general assault. 


Luo Yi Guan, with his three thousand men, resisted stubbornly. 
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The two sides fought for a whole day. With twenty times the advantage in number, Later 
Jin launched numerous attacks but was each time repelled by the isolated but resolute Luo Yi 
Guan. 


Using the fortification, Ming killed large numbers of enemies. Later Jin suffered severe 
casualties and made no progress. They had to stop the attack and settle into a siege. 


But unexpectedly, the parapets suddenly fell into a deathlike silence. Shouts stopped and 
battle cries stopped. 


The soldiers in the city had shot their last arrow and their last cannon ball. 


At the last moment, Luo Yi Guan stood at the parapet. Facing toward the direction of the 
capital city, he saluted and said his last words: 


“T have done my best!” 
Then he killed himself. 


This was the battle that resulted in an unprecedented loss for Nurhaci since his start. 
According to history records, dead with the three thousand soldiers defending Fort Xiping 
were nearly seven thousand Later Jin troops. 


Luo Yi Guan fulfilled his duty. Wang Hua Zhen intended to do the same. 


After he learned the loss of Fort Xiping, he exhorted his men to strengthen up defense. He 
also forgave the escaped Sun De Gong and encouraged his ranks to unite together to defeat the 
Later Jin army. 


Then he went to bed. 


Wang Hua Zhen was not a man who feared challenge. Back then when Liaoyang fell, he 
dared to stay even when he had neither soldiers nor generals. Now he had thousands of men, 


of course he wasn’t afraid of going to bed. 
But before he could fall asleep, he heard his aides shouting: 
“Run!” 
Wang Hua Zhen rushed out of his bed room. 


He saw countless number of civilians and soldiers, who threw away their weapons, 
running amuck. The serene and peaceful city of Guangning was now in complete and 
thorough disarray. 


But outside of the city, there was neither Nurhaci nor the Later Jin army, not a single one of 
them. 


The source of all the inexplicable confusion was a decision that was made two months ago. 
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Wang Hua Zhen was not a fool. He knew very well about Nurhaci’s strength. In that 
conversation that he told Xiong Ting Bi he would be able to wipe out Nurhaci with sixty 
thousand men in a single sweep, because he already discovered Nurhaci’s Achilles Heel. 


The Achilles Heel was Li Yong Fang. 


Li Yong Fang was Ming’s traitor and nonetheless was a kingpin of the area. Many Ming 
generals had been his associates. After all, they were brothers. Thus in Wang Hua Zhen’s view, 
he was a man who could be won over. 


He sent his favorite general Sun De Gong to the enemy camp to persuade Li Yong Fang to 
bolt. 


A few days later, Sun De Gong returned and reported Li Yong Fang knew what was right 
and what was wrong and indicated he would come back and act as an agent during an attack. 


Wang Hua Zhen was jubilant. 

Two months later, Sun De Gong was defeated at Fort Xiping. Amid the panic, he shouted 
“we lost”, which resulted in the defeat. 

Yes, you guessed it right. Sun De Gong did it on purpose. He was a traitor. 


Sun De Gong went to lobby Li Yong Fang. But instead he was won over by Li Yong Fang. 
The reason was simple. It was not about loyalty, patriotism, race, or the grand ideal. Instead, it 


was simply because Nurhaci offered a better deal. 


To win Li Yong Fang's loyalty, Nurhaci presented a granddaughter and the title of imperial 
son-in-law and countless quantities of gold, silver, and jewelries. Obviously, Wang Hua Zhen 
wasn’t able to offer that kind of price. 


Nurhaci never did money losing business and this time he got a rich reward in return. 

Sun De Gong helped him to destroy Ming’s reinforcement. But that wasn’t enough. The 
despicable man who was determined to carry his shameless act to the end decided to present 
an even larger gift to Nurhaci, the city of Guangning. 

The self-confident Wang Hua Zhen had given the task of defending Guangning to him. 

What happened next was simple logic. Lord Wang, who was awoken from his bed, was 
panic-stricken, he sent for retrieving his horse so that he could escape. But he didn’t know that 


his confidant Sun De Gong was just too stingy. He even took away the horses. Lord Wang 
ended up being able to just find a few camels. In the end, he escaped on a camel back. 


Fortunately, in that night, Sun De Gong was too busy on making troubles and didn’t have 
the time to take care of the fleeing Inspector Wang. Otherwise, by his sense of loyalty, it 
wouldn’t be surprising if he took Lord Wang’s head to find Nurhaci in exchange for a 
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granddaughter of his. 


On the next day, the dejected Inspector Wang, on his way of fleeing, met a man who made 
him feel even more dejected. 


In his action, Xiong Ting Bi would demonstrate that he was not a merciful man. At least he 


wouldn’t give a pass to someone who was down in the dumps. 

When Inspector Wang, with tears rushing down his face, repeatedly reproached himself for 
his mistakes, in one sentence Xiong Ting Bi expressed his sympathy: 

“You said you'd wipe clean his army of sixty thousand, how’s that going?” 

Wang Hua Zhen accepted his fault. At the critical moment, he didn’t argue with Xiong 
Ting Bi. He only suggested now it was the time to send troops to defend the next line, 
Ningyuan. 

It was a wise idea. But Lord Xiong, having won the argument, wouldn’t just end there: 

“With the way things going on now, who is going to help you to defend the city? It’s too 
late! Hurry up. Get the civilians and soldiers to go inside the Pass and that’s all we can do!” 


The undertone was, back then you didn’t listen to me, now I’m not going to listen to you 
either. 


Given where they were, there was nothing to say. As a man down in the dumps, Wang 
Hua Zhen had no right to speak anymore. 


The situation was out of Wang Hua Zhen’s control and put on Xiong Ting Bi’s track. 


From Wang Hua Zhen to Xiong Ting Bi and from control to retract, it was an interesting 
change. 


There were many things different before and after the change. There was also one 
commonality: both were wrong. 


Although the situation was urgent and cities were defenseless, the bulk of the Ming army 
was still intact. If they were resolute in defending them, there shouldn’t be any problems. But 
Mr. Xiong’s temper overwhelmed him. Without further thought, he even abandoned 
Ningyuan. He relocated hundreds of thousands of civilians and troops from Eastern Liao to 
inside the Pass and abandoned all outposts. 


Lord Xiong perhaps didn’t realize he had accomplished something that countless number 
of enemies and Chinese traitors attempted but failed to do. In fact, he had abandoned the 
entire Eastern Liao. 


Eastern Liao, an area that had been under Ming’s rule ever since its founding for over two 
hundred years, was lost. Regardless from which angle to look at it, Xiong Ting Bi didn’t have 
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the rational, excuse, and reason for doing that. 
But he did it. 
I think he simply wanted to vent his anger. 
Back then you didn’t listen to me, now I'll see what you can do? 
For such venting, eventually he had to pay with his life. 


The two fellows, who successfully evacuated hundreds of thousands of civilians and troops, 
finally went back to the capital. The way Ming government treated them was rather consistent. 
Both were fired and put under investigation. 


Regardless who is right or who is wrong, you two have lost all the capitals in Eastern Liao. 


Yet you still shamelessly come back. Who is going to take the blame if you don’t? 


Of course, the final result was a little different. Because Lord Xiong had a bad temper and 
offended too many people, just three years later (year five of Diving Beginning), he was 


eliminated. 


Relatively speaking, thanks to Lord Wang’s stronger connections and popularity, he 
managed to live seven years more. Not until year five of Dignified Auspice was his residence 
registration erased. 


On this matter, many history books say Wang Hua Zhen deserved his death and Xiong 
Ting Bi was wrongfully executed. 


I agree with the former statement but I reserve my opinion on the latter one. 


In fact, not until three days later after Wang Hua Zhen fled, did Nurhaci move toward 
Guangning. He didn’t expect Ming actually really fled without giving a fight. Not only that, 
his troop strength also didn’t permit him to occupy Eastern Liao. 


But not until when he arrived in Guangning and accepted Sun De Gong’s surrender, did he 
discover that the entire Eastern Liao was already devoid of enemy. 


The generous Xiong the Brute had already handed him the vast land without reservation. 


One wouldn’t refuse to take what is given for free. Thus after some widespread pillage, he 
started moving his army toward the new target, Shanhaiguan. 


But not until half way there, did he realize his plan was a wrong one. 
What Xiong the Brute left to him was not just Eastern Liao, but a blank Eastern Liao. 


To ensure the enemy wouldn’t be able to grab a single grain, Mr. Xiong did a really 
thorough job. Houses were burned, wells were filled, and people were evacuated. It essentially 
ensured that for thousands of lis there were no crowing chickens and no living human beings. 
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If that was the way how the game was played, then Mr. Nurhaci would want to quit. He 
toiled hard and ultimately his purpose was to pillage. Now you have taken everything, why 
am I still going? 

And from Guangning to Shanhaiguan, for hundreds of lis not a single soul could be found. 
Many strong fortifications were left unmanned. He didn’t even have a chance to fight, not to 


mention looting. 


When his army arrived at a Ming outpost, Nurhaci made a decision: Regardless how vast 
the territory was and how important these outposts were, he didn’t want them. He would 


withdraw. 


Nurhaci left and embarked on the return route. But he didn’t have any idea that he had 


made a fatal mistake. 


Four years later, he would come back to here again and lose everything in the fight for the 


little place where he easily gave up. 


The name of the place where he turned back in the halfway of his march was Ningyuan. 


This man, is a match against the enemy 


Starting from year forty six of Ten Thousand Seasons when Nurhaci started his campaign, 
in just three short years, Fushun, Iron Ridge, Kaiyuan, Liaoyang, Shenyang, and the entire 
Eastern Liao had all fallen. 


From Yang Hao and Liu Ting to Yuan Ying Tai, Wang Hua Zhen, and Xiong Ting Bi, those 
who weren't fighters were finished and those who were fighters were also finished, the 
feckless were dead, and the gung-hos were also dead. 


To say that the situation in Eastern Liao was bad is not accurate. The right way to say is 
that it could not be any worse. The situation was so bad that even when positions were offered, 
no one would take them. 


For example, the position of garrison commander was a senior position in Ming military. 
The total numbers of them numbered around twenty. In today’s terms, they are military 
district commanders. To get to that position, it was impossible to not have one’s head cracked 
in vying for the position. 

Usually it was a safe job. The routine was pretty much just looking at the map and issue 
orders. But the situation was different in recent years. The war in Eastern Liao required Ming 
to send fourteen garrison commanders there. But all of them were killed in action. Not a single 
one was spared. 
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The number of garrison commanders dwindled and it continued to dwindle. No one 
wanted the job, some current garrison commanders even opted to resign. They’d rather go 
home farming than on that job. 


But the worst job that everyone knew was not garrison commander but the managing 
strategist of Eastern Liao. 


There could be dozens of garrison commanders but there could only be one managing 
strategist. A garrison commander could quit but a managing strategist couldn’t. 


But even a fool knew that with Eastern Liao lost and the people evacuated to Shanhaiguan 
and with neither soldiers nor civilians, what's the purpose of having the position of managing 


strategist? 
No one was a fool and no one wanted to go. 


The number one choice for succeeding the job of the managing strategist of Eastern Liao 
was Zhang He Ming, the minister of war. To prop up his spirit, the emperor first elevated him 
to grand tutor to the crown prince (secondary first grade), then he was given the emperor's 
personal sword”, and personally sent him off. 


Minister Zhang said nothing. He lifted his ass and left. 


He set off, just a bit slowly. It took him seventeen days to travel from the capital to 
Shanhaiguan. 


I travelled the same route last week and it took me three hours by train. 


Although Lord Zhang didn’t have trains, he had horses. The distance is just over two 


hundred kilometers. Even if he crawled there, it would have been enough time. 


Not only that, soon afterward, the lord said he was too old and weak. He resigned and 


went home. 
You are a coward and you don’t have to play a hero. 
In comparison, the imperial inspector of Xuanfu, who succeeded him, did much better. 


Once the lord inspector received the order, he submitted three documents and explicitly 
argued with the emperor: I’m not going. 

Although Mr. Divine Beginning was a carpenter, he had his temper. He immediately 
issued an order: If you don’t go, you stay off the way (demote to a commoner and never be 
used again). 


Giving that some didn’t want to go and some didn’t wish to go, there had to be a scapegoat. 


'° The sword was a way to signify his authority. He would have absolute power over his territory and he didn’t have to report 
to the emperor in carrying out his orders, including execution of officers who disobeyed his orders. 
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Thus Wang Zai Jin, the deputy minister of war emerged to the scene. 


Wang Zai Jin’s courtesy name was Ming Chu and he was a native of Taicang of Jiangsu and 
a distinguished scholar of year twenty of Ten Thousand Seasons. The fellow had never fought 
in combat. But he was named because he had to go. 


When Minister Zhang was on his way, he was the deputy minister of war and acting 
minister. In other words, it would be his turn if turns were taken. 


History gives basically a consistent review of this fellow. He was an imbecile and idiot. The 
descriptions vary but the opinion is the same. 


I agree with all these but I think at least he was a brave man. 


He knew he was a scapegoat but he took on the job without complains and went there 
without reservation. How could he be not brave? 


He failed not because of his attitude but because of his ability. 
His enemy was Nurhaci. 


Nurhaci was Ming’s most formidable enemy. He was superfast in reacting to changes in 
battlefield conditions. He was an expert in cavalry tactics. His combat prowess could match 
any celebrity general in Ming history. 


Without a doubt, he was one of the strongest, fiercest, and most talented military leaders. 
He was perhaps very good, very strong, but he was not without a match. 


In fact his fateful archrivals had already emerged and they were already in his face and 


there were more than one. 


Once Wang Zai Jin arrived in Eastern Liao, he worked very hard and very industriously. 
For days and nights he examined the terrains and considered deployments of forces. After 
several days and nights of hard study, he finally came up with a defense strategy. 


The strategy looked like this. Wang Zai Jin thought it was not enough to just garrison 
Shanhaiguan. To ensure the depth of the defense, he decided to build a new city to protect 
Shanhaiguan. The new city was Balipu”, eight lis outside of Shanhaiguan. 


Wang Zai Jin was serious about his work. Not only did he choose a location, he also came 


up with a budget, troop strength, and etc. Then he submitted everything to the emperor. 


The emperor, on receiving it, was pleased. He immediately approved it and also allocated 


funds from the state treasury. 


We have to say that Wang Zai Jin’s ardor was worthy of approval, his attitude was worthy 


°° Literally the name means eight lis away, which is about four kilometers. 
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of respect, and his idea was worthy of encouragement. But the entire plan was worthy of scorn. 


It was not enough to just defend Shanhaiguan because if Shanhaiguan fell, the capital city 
would have lost its defense and became an easy take. Although the line of Shanhaiguan was 
well fortified and strong, it was just a brick wall and it was not a high voltage barb wire. If 
Nurhaci was determined to pile up bodies on the wall, he would be able to break the wall even 
if he had to gnaw with his teeth. 


On this point, Wang Zai Jin was right. 
But that was the only thing on which he was right. On everything else, he was just fooling 


around. 
On what was he fooling around? I’m not going to say it. Ina moment someone will say it. 


In summary, if the plan was carried out, Shanhaiguan would be lost, the capital would be 
lost, and Great Ming would be dead. 

Such an outcome was in neither Wang Zai Jin’s nor the emperor’s mind. More people 
recognized it but they chose to remind quiet. 

Just when everything was about to become inevitable, a letter from the people completely 
changed the man’s miserable fortune. 

The letter was written by one of Wang Zai Jin’s subordinates. It was delivered directly to 
Ye Xiang Gao through the official channel. The letter had only one central idea: Wang Zai Jin’s 
plan was wrong. 

That made Lord Ye’s head ache. He was a seasoned politician but he was an amateur in 
military affairs. He mulled over it and couldn’t make up his mind. Then he decided to go to 
see the emperor. 

But besides being an excellent carpenter, the lord emperor was pretty much a fool on 


everything else. He also wasn’t sure. Then he went to another person. 
Heaven was shook and earth was shaken. A turn of the tide would start from here. 


“He may not be good at attacks but is more than proficient in defense. It’s hard to say he is 
able enough to bring us the restoration. Now if he is given full authority, it’s sufficient for him 


to set up solid defenses.” 
These words are from a man’s biography. 


What the sentence says is that this man’s ability may not be sufficient enough for him to 
restore the lost territories. But if he is entrusted with power, he will be able to stabilize and 


defend the existing territory. 


This is an assessment that cannot be any more exultant. 
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These words are from The Official History of Ming and the men who uttered these words 
were Qing historians. 


Summarizing these points, we can be certain that in Qing, these are words that were much 
against the empire. 


It hinted: 
If the man had been around, the Great Qing wouldn’t have been able to take China. 


Under Qing rule and fed from Qing’s rice bowl, if one said these words, one would have 
lost his head. 


But not only did they say it, they also wrote it down and had it preserved in history. But no 
one received any punishment because of it. 


What they said was facts as solid as iron and was facts that Qing rulers couldn’t deny. 
At the same time, in a very special way, they expressed their admiration to this man. 


In the biographies of The Official History of Ming, which consisted of two hundred twenty 
volumes and recorded the stories of nearly a thousand characters, numerous heroes who 
became familiar to later generations had to be cramped together with others. 


In the biography of this man, there are only him and his descendants”). 
This man was not Xu Da because in Xu Da’s biography there is Chang Yu Chun. 


This man was not Liu Bo Wen because in Liu Bo Wen’s biography there are Song Lian, Ye 
Chen, and Zhang Yi. 


He was not Wang Shou Ren because Wang Shou Ren’s biography includes that of his 


doorman Ji Yuan Heng’s. 


He was also not Zhang Ju Zheng. Lord Zhang’s biography is together with that his teacher 


Xu Jie’s and his nemesis Gao Gong’s. 


Of course he was not Yuan Chong Huan. General Yuan lives in a crowded quarter. In his 
biography there are ten people. 


This man was Sun Cheng Zong. 


He was the greatest strategist of late Ming, the nemesis of Nurhaci and his sons, the 
defender of the capital city, the tutor of the emperor, and a loyal patriot. 


There was no other man like him and he was the only one. 


*! This is inaccurate. The author is perhaps confusing the biographs with the books. The official biographs are assembled in 
books and different editions may have the biographs in different books. Occupying a single book doesn’t mean the biograph 
has any more weight than other biographs. Historians don’t use assemblage of biographs to indicate the significance of a 
person’s achievement. 
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Before acquiring the above titles, he was a lackluster student, a man who earned his living 
as a tutor, and a down and out outstanding talent who failed to become a recommended man 


in sixteen years. 


230 


Chapter Twelve 
A Gifted Rival 


In year forty two of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1563), Sun Cheng Zong was born in 
Gaoyang of the Prefecture of Baoding of North Zhili (today’s Baoding County of Hebei 


Province). 
Being born in this place was not a good thing. 


As one of the four key defense positions of Ming and part of the Jizhou line of defense, Sun 
Cheng Zong basically grew up on the frontline. 

It was not a good place, or too good a place. When the Mongols were strong, they often 
came. When the Jurchens were strong, they often came. Later they changed their name to Jin 
and they also often came and looted. 

When they came, there was looting and there was fight. 

It was really not a place suitable for human habitation. All other kids were afraid. But Sun 
Cheng Zong wasn’t. 

Not only was he not afraid, he actually savored it. 

He liked wars. He enjoyed studying wars. When he was little, others studied the Four Books, 
but he studied military books. After he grew up, others ran inland, but he ran toward the 
frontline for no other purpose than looking at the border. 

In year six of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1578), Sun Cheng Zong, an outstanding talent 
from the Prefecture of Baoding, made a decision: to travel and study. This year he was sixteen. 
In the next over ten years, Outstanding Talent Sun travelled all over the country. He studied 
hard and built up the skills for the defense of the country. 


Of course that is the account in the official history. 


Actually during these years the fellow mostly travelled without studying. We know he 
took the test to become an outstanding talent not for the purpose of serving his country. The 
bottom line is he wanted to just earn a living. Travel study? Didn’t he have to eat? 
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Fortunately, Outstanding Talent Sun found a decent job as a tutor. From now on, he 
struggled on the battlefield of education. The harder he struggled the better the results. The 
results were so good that his reputation spread to the capital city. 


In year twenty of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1592), with an invitation by an official from 
the Ministry of War, Outstanding Talent Sun came to the capital and became an outstanding 
private tutor. 


But gradually Outstanding Talent Sun had some different ideas. He found it was not 
enough just to teach other people’s children. The right course was to get someone else to teach 


his own children. 


The next year (AD 1593), he entered the Imperial College. He studied hard. Another year 
later (AD 1594), he finally became a recommended man. This year, he was thirty two. 


Usually, once someone became a recommended man, he would either go on to try to 
become a distinguished scholar or to seek an office. But inexplicably, Recommended Man Sun 
was still quite at ease by remaining as a tutor. No one knew the reason. Perhaps his pay was 
relatively high. 

But actually it was this bizarre decision that resulted in his unique life. 

In year twenty seven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1599), Sun Cheng Zong’s employer 
was ordered to go to Datong and take on the job as the imperial inspector of Datong. His 
employer had to keep his position, as well as his children’s education. Sun Cheng Zong 
followed him there. 

I remember in a talk show, a convict said: Regardless how many times one gets educated in 
laws, all is useless. All it takes is to get people to live in prison for couple of days to experience 
the life and there will be no more crimes. 

I agree with that comment. Sun Cheng Zong would also have agreed. 

In that place, Sun Cheng Zong discovered a strange and familiar world, in which there 
were desperate fights, bloody battlefields, the brinkmanship of wisdom, and test of courage. 

War is the most mysterious, most unpredictable, cruelest, toughest, and the most brain 


challenging game. In a battlefield, military strategies are useless and rules are useless. In here, 


the best military strategy is real combat. The only rule is there is no rule. 


Teacher Sun of Datong had neither practical experience nor could he enter a battlefield to 


kill. But one incident was enough to prove he already learned and understood war. 


In Ming, being a soldier was a job. A job had to be paid. Without pay, one would make 
trouble. The way an ordinary person makes trouble is usually blocking roads and making 
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some shouts. But when a soldier makes trouble, it’s different. With weapons in hands, soldiers’ 
fuss is deadly. There’s a special jargon for it, mutiny. 


Whoever met this sort of thing would be in trouble. The inspector of Datong was unlucky 
and he met such an incident. Once the pays arrived a little late, the soldiers took issue with 
that. Under provocation, soldiers minced no words. They took their weapons and went 
straight to his home. 


The lord inspector panicked. Every exit of his house was blocked. He couldn’t even get out. 
He deliberated but couldn’t come up with an idea. He even thought about death. 


At the crucial moment, his private tutor Mr. Sun Cheng Zong appeared. 

Teacher Sun didn’t say much. Looking at the angry faces and the splendid knife-glistening 
scene, he just said calmly: 

“There is plenty of pay. Please just go out and receive yours. If someone receives under a 
false name, he’ll be executed without question.” 

The soldiers dispersed. 

Making a complicated problem simple is one of the basic qualities of an outstanding 
general. 


Sun Cheng Zong’s calmness, ease, and fearlessness showed he was capable of using the 
most suitable method to deal with the most confusing situation and face the most vicious 
enemy. 

In Datong and as long as five years, Sun Cheng Zong saw war, understood war, knew war, 
and eventually mastered war. His mastering originated from his talent, theory, and repeated 
inspirations. 

In Eastern Liao, Nurhaci, who was older than him by three years, was on his way in 
campaigning against the Jurchen’s Hada tribe. By now, he had become a commander who was 
well versed in war. His expertise was originated from killing, charge, and repeatedly taking 
desperate risks. 


The two men who were gifted in different ways in their different styles entered war, the 


mysterious domain, and acquired the secret in it. 


Twenty years later, they would meet and test their talents and results in practice. 


Meet 


In year thirty two of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1604), Sun Cheng Zong bade farewell to 
his employer and embarked on the road toward the capital. His destination was the imperial 
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exam. This year, he was forty two. 


He had led decades of tumultuous life. He started as an outstanding talent, and then a 
down and out outstanding talent. Then he became a teacher, an outstanding teacher, a 
recommended man, and a military observer. He witnessed destructions of war, heard helpless 
cries, and felt the pain of helplessness. Sun Cheng Zong finally decided on his road ahead. 


He decided to give up his comfortable life. He decided to dedicate himself to the country. 


After decades of life as a dilettante, seasoned test taker Sun Cheng Zong decided to 
seriously take one. 


Once he got serious, he over did it. 


When the list was published, Sun Cheng Zong learned he had been placed second, second 
in the whole country. 


In other words, he was the eye of the list. 
By Ming laws, the eye of the list had to be also a plebeian meritorious and an academician. 


Then after on the job training, Sun Cheng Zong was admitted to the Imperial Academy and 
became a regular seventh grade editor. 


As mentioned previously, in Ming, one’s birth was important. Except some exceptions, if 
one desired to enter the Cabinet, one had to be from the Imperial Academy. Otherwise, 
regardless how hard one worked and how able he might be, all would be useless. It was a 
commonly accepted unwritten rule. 


But please pay special attention. If one wanted to enter the Cabinet, he had to be an 


academician. But being an academician was no guarantee for entering the Cabinet. 


After all, there was not just one man in the Imperial Academy. There were many 
academicians, tutoring academicians, editorial writer academicians, editors, and reviewers. 
But there were only a few in the Cabinet. They also had to wait in line. Only the one ahead 
died could others move up. It was truly hard. 


Sun Cheng Zong was one of those who lined up waiting. He was unlucky. He had to wait 
for ten full years without result. 


At the eleventh year, the opportunity came. 


In year forty two of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1614), Sun Cheng Zong was transferred to 
the Chamberlain of East Palace as the moral instructor. 


It was a low level position but with a great prospect because its main job was to teach the 


crown prince. 


From now on Sun Cheng Zong became the teacher of Crown Prince Zhu Chang Luo. 
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Waiting ahead for him was a brilliant future. 
The brilliance lasted a month. 


In year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), Zhu Chang Luo, the Glorious 
Father of Ming, who sat in the throne for just a month, died. 


But to Sun Cheng Zong, the impact was minimal because he already got a new student, 
Zhu You Jiao. 


Having taught the father, now he was teaching the son. Pedagogy is unwearied. 


Zhu You Jiao, Emperor Divine Beginning, didn’t learn much in his life. He was content 
with being a good carpenter. Except to his carpentry teachers, he didn’t show much interest to 
other teachers. 


Sun Cheng Zong was the only exception. 


Because Teacher Sun had long being doing child educations (private tutoring), to those 
blockheaded, dunderheaded, and study eschewing children, he always had some ways. After 
a few classes, the emperor became fond of Teacher Sun. He never uttered Sun Cheng Zong’s 
name. In its place, he had a specific appellation, “my teacher”. 


The appellation was used by the emperor for seven years, until he died. 


He always trusted Teacher Sun, regardless whoever in whatever way all attempts in trying 
to drive a wedge between them and maligning him failed. 


The whoever I’m referring here was Wei Zhong Xian. 


Thanks to his solid backing, Teacher Sun’s career advanced as fast as flying. In one year, he 
rose from a fifth grade low level official to minister of war, entered the Cabinet, and became 
the grand academician of East Hall. 


When that report was delivered, the emperor would find Sun Cheng Zong and ask for his 
opinion. 

But Comrade Sun Cheng Zong’s reply surprised the emperor: 

“T don’t know how to decide either.” 

Fortunately he added: 

“Let me go and take a look.” 


In year two of Diving Beginning (AD 1622), Sun Cheng Zong, the minister of war and 
grand academician of East Hall came to Shanhaiguan. 


Sun Cheng Zong didn’t know Wang Zai Jin. But once he got to Shanhaiguan and took a 
tour of Balipu, he arrived at a direct and clear conclusion, the man was an idiot. 
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Then he summoned Wang Zai Jin and started a conversation that was well known in 


history. 
At the start, the atmosphere was cordial. Sun Cheng Zong’s tone was very polite: 


“After the new city is built, do you plan to move the forty thousand men in the old city 


over to garrison it?” 


Wang Zai Jin initially thought Lord Sun came to pick on him. He didn’t expect he would be 
so friendly, and he immediately answered: 


“No, I plan to muster forty thousand men to garrison the city.” 


But Lord Wang didn’t know Mr. Sun had been a teacher and would never have killed 
someone in one strike. He always administered his torturing slowly: 


“According to what you say, in eight lis, there are going to be eighty thousand troops, 
aren’t there?” 


Lord Wang still didn’t get the idea. He happily replied: 
“Yes, that’s for sure.” 
Then it was the time for Teacher Sun to settle the account: 


“In just eight lis, are you going to have eighty thousand men? You build the new city in 
front of the old city, then are you going to let your own men step on those mines and horse 


pits in front of the old city?” 

“The new city is so close to the old city, if the new city can be defended, why is there a need 
for the old city?” 

“Tf the new city cannot be defended and forty thousand men retreat to the old city, are you 
going to open the gates and let them in, or are you going to close the gates and see them die?” 

Perhaps Lord Wang was dumb struck, for quite a while he said nothing. After a while, he 
squeezed out some words: 


“Of course I’m not going to open the gates. But I will get them in from the other three 
passes outside Shanhaiguan. In addition, I have also built three camps on the hills to receive 


the retreating troops.” 
Perhaps Teacher Sun had never met such a stupid child, this time he was really angry: 


“The battle has not begun but you are already prepared to receive the defeated troops? 
Aren’t you expecting them to get defeated? Not only that, if our troops can enter those camps, 
then why can’t the enemy troops? Now the situation is so urgent. You are not thinking about 


retaking the lost territory but only thinking about hiding in the pass. There will be no peace in 
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the capital!” 
Student Wang now was completely speechless. 


Facts proved that Teacher Sun was right. If the new city was taken, then the old city would 
be indefensible because there were only eight lis between the two places. The defeated troops 
had nowhere to run. They had to flee to the pass. By then, with the defeated men as vanguard 
and Nurhaci following, there would be no need to fight. The gates of the city would be pushed 
open by the squeezed men. 


That fully showed that Wang Zai Jin, who came up with the idea, was a complete fool. 


But the smart Teacher Sun didn’t seem to be a nice sort either. He didn’t have the patience 
to help retarded student Wang Zai Jin. He immediately wrote a letter to his other student, the 
emperor, and sent Managing Strategist Wang straight to Nanjing into his retirement. 


Once he kicked out Wang Zai Jin, Sun Cheng Zong remembered the letter. And he told his 
aide: 


“Get the man who rebuked Wang Zai Jin here.” 


Pretty soon he met the man who wrote the secret report against his boss. His talks with the 
man lasted over the night. They were like they had been old friends. He admired the man’s 


talent, courage, and character. 


That was the first meeting between the uncontroversial national hero Sun Cheng Zong and 


the controversial national hero Yuan Chong Huan. 


Sun Cheng Zong thought highly of Yuan Chong Huan. He firmly believed this was a man 
destined to shake the world, despite at the time Mr. Yuan was only a regular fifth grade 


adjutant of munitions. 


Actually Wang Zai Jin was not Yuan Chong Huan’s enemy. On the contrary, he liked Yuan 
Chong Huan very much and also trusted him. But Yuan Chong Huan, without hesitance, still 
wrote a secret report against him. 


On this question, Yuan Chong Huan’s answer was very simple: 

“His judgement is wrong. Shanhaiguan can’t be defended at Balipu.” 

Then Sun Cheng Zong asked the second question: 

“Where do you choose the location?” 

Yuan Chong Huan answered, there is only one choice. 

Then he pointed his finger to the only location, Ningyuan. 

Ningyuan is present day Xingcheng of Liaoning. It is situated at the center of the Western 
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Liao corridor and about two hundred lis away from Shanhaiguan. It was a key position in 


Western Liao and occupied a strategically crucial location. 


Although almost everyone thought Ningyuan was important and of strategic value, almost 


everyone also thought garrisoning Ningyuan would be a foolish decision. 


Ming already lost the entire Eastern Liao and had only Shanhaiguan in possession. Beyond 
it, everywhere was occupied by the enemy. For someone to go out two hundred lis, create a 
base behind the enemy, and be heavily surrounded and attacked, he would not be considered 


brave, he would be considered dimwitted. 
Initially I didn’t understand either. Later after I took a trip to Ningyuan, I understood. 


Ningyuan is a city that is neither big nor noticeable. But not until I climbed up the parapet 
of the city wall and saw the terrain around it, was I certain this was a place that would 


certainly have made Mr. Nurhaci only cry tearless cries. 
It is surrounded by mountains on three sides and another side is the ocean. 


It’s not an exaggeration to say that Ningyuan is a mountainous area. Its east side is the 
Head Mountain. Its west side is the Hole Mountain. The road in the middle is narrow. The 
terrain is perfect for beating a dog with doors closed. If Mr. Nurhaci wanted to attack from the 
north, it would be very hard. 


Of course someone would say, if it’s hard to get pass it, then why not avoid it. 


But unfortunately, although it was disgusting to get by here one wouldn’t be able to avoid 
it. As vast as Eastern Liao was, if one wanted to attack Shanhaiguan, he had to come through 


here. 


If one was vexed because this path was blocked, without an alternative path, his only 


recourse was to smash his head against a wall. 


Yes, some would argue, with Eastern Liao lost and this was an isolated city, given Nurhaci 
had the advantage in force, if he simply mobilized a few thousand men and mounted a siege, 
then the siege would have starved the defenders to death. 


It was a plan that was feasible only in theory. It was just a theory. 


If Mr. Nurhaci did that, then I am sure the first one to get weighed down and collapse 


would be himself. 
What made Ningyuan a hopeless place was not the mountains, but the sea. 


To conduct the campaign in Eastern Liao, Ming had built warehouses in Dengzhou of 
Shandong. If the enemy mounted a siege, convoys would be able to deliver food and 


equipment to the coastal areas, which of course included Ningyuan. 
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But the only thing Mr. Nurhaci able to do was watch everything happening before his eyes. 
People had to know that in his armed forces, there wasn’t a navy. 


More importantly, not far from Ningyuan, there is the Chrysanthemum Island. On the 
island there were Ming’s supply depots, which would be able to support Ningyuan at any 


moment. 


The depots were located on the island for a simple reason. Every Ming man knew Later Jin 
didn’t have a navy. They didn’t have wings and they wouldn’t be able to fly over. 


But certain things are uncertain. 


Last month I took a boat ride toward Chrysanthemum Island. Then I discovered the short 
distance was not short. It took me half an hour at sea to get there. 


Once ashore, I could only see Ningyuan in a distance. Then I asked a local a question: You 
are so far from the mainland, isn’t it inconvenient for you to use boats to transport goods? 


He answered: we also use trucks and it’s not inconvenient at all. 
Then he added: in the winter, the sea will freeze. 


Then I asked: the sea is so wide (by my estimation, it’s about ten kilometers), can the water 
be all frozen? 


He answered: usually it won’t freeze. 

Then he added: last year it froze. 

Last year was 2007, which had a cold winter. 

Then I remembered the earth shattering battle that took place here three hundred eighty 


one years ago. I know the winter of that year was also very cold. 


A student 


Sun Cheng Zong adopted Yuan Chong Huan’s idea. He decided to build a city in 
Ningyuan. 


He assigned the critical task of building the city to Yuan Chong Huan. 
But to prepare for the oncoming war, that was not enough. He had many things to do. 
The thing that Sun Cheng Zong did first was to train soldiers. 


The soldiers under him totaled over seventy thousand. It was a big number but it was just a 
number. Further scrutiny revealed that nearly ten thousand of them didn’t exist at all. They 


were all just names. Their pays were all taken by those old officers. 


Those were fake men. But the remaining real men were of no use either. Many were 
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veterans who led in receiving pays and fled in combats. It was said that certain soldiers on this 
side of the Pass could flee at speeds that even enemies on horses couldn’t catch up with them. 


To these men, Sun Cheng Zong dispatched them with just one word: leave. 


He discharged nearly ten thousand vanguards in retreat because he already found a group 
of people of fighting ability, refugees. 

Refugees are people who have been enjoying peaceful lives and are suddenly driven away. 
Their lands have been taken. Their homes have been burned. Their wives and children have 
been killed. They can’t find a living and they can’t die fighting. There is no exhortation needed 
to ask these men to fight. 


Sun Cheng Zong picked seven thousand men among the refugees and enlisted them to his 
army. Four years later, their hatred would be the power in defeating their enemy. 


Besides that, he also did many other things: 


He rebuilt nine large cities and forty five fortresses. He trained a hundred ten thousand 
troops. He trained fifty thousand bowmen and artillerymen. He built twelve armies, five 
navies, two artillery corps, one front, and eight forward and reserve barracks. He made 
thousands of armors, military equipment, arrows, cannonballs, pestle stones, and shields. In 
addition, he opened four hundred lis of land and recruited over four hundred thousand 
residents of Liao to develop the land. He trained thirty thousand Liao militias and allotted five 
thousand acres of land for military farming, which resulted in a hundred fifty thousand 


ounces of silver in annual income. 
Details are not known but it seems he did a lot. 


It must be said that all the work done by Sun Cheng Zong were all very important, but they 


were not the most important. 
What seventeenth century needed the most? It was talent. 


In year two of Divine Beginning (AD 1622), Sun Cheng Zong was already sixty. He knew 
well although he was familiar with war, knew war, and had the ability to salvage a precarious 
situation, he was still old. 

For the country of Great Ming, for peace of the people, for his devotion to the country, Sun 
Cheng Zong, who had been a teacher for his entire life, decided to adopt his last student and 
import to him everything he had on strategy, tactics, dauntless beliefs, and the spirit in never 
giving up one’s hope. 

He was pleased because he had found a suitable candidate, Yuan Chong Huan. 


In his view, despite Yuan Chong Huan had neither a military career nor been in battles, 
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this was a man possessed extraordinary military talent, who was able to make the right 
decisions under most complicated situations. 


More importantly, he had the resolve to fight to death. 
In a battlefield, those who seek life die and those who seek death live. 


In the ensuing times, he did his best to train Yuan Chong Huan. He brought him on his 
inspection tours. He brought him when he trained his troops. He allowed him to be involved 


even in secret decisions. 


Of course, in addition to feeding Student Yuan in his private kitchen, Teacher Sun also 
promoted him to an officer of the class. It took only three years for him to get promoted to a 
position in the Ministry of Personnel, as a candidate for a senior position (imperial inspector) 
from deputy military inspector of Ningqian and magistrate of Ningqian. 


In his own actions, Yuan Chong Huan proved he was an undisputed student of first class. 
In three years, he completed his work flawlessly. He also mastered all the techniques, tactics, 
and strategies Sun Cheng Zong taught him. 


In these years, in addition to learning, Yuan Chong Huan’s main focus was on building 


Ningyuan and strength the defense. But one day, he suddenly realized a problem: 


The Later Jin forces were mainly cavalries, which were good at long range raids. They 
moved fast. Once they finished their looting, they were able to retreat quickly. But Ming forces 
were mainly infantry. The cavalry was of inferior quality. When the fighting lasted to the end, 
they had to resort to defending cities. Basically it meant when the enemy advanced, we 
retreated and when the enemy retreated, we didn’t pursue. If it continued like that, when 


would it end? 
Yes, defense along is not enough. Defending and garrisoning cities is far from sufficient. 


The only way to overcome the powerful enemy cavalry is to build a cavalry force just as 


powerful. 


Thus, helped by Teacher Sun, he began to recruit refugees. After careful selections and 
rigorous training, only the fiercest, the best, and the soldiers who had suffered the most were 
qualified to be in this force. 


In the meantime, he bred good horses and manufactured, in large quantities, triple barrel 
blunderbusses, which were the most advanced weapons in Ming. Everyone was equipped 
with such weapons. He practiced cavalry tactics again and again. Every move was carefully 
practiced meticulously. 


What he needed was an army that would last to the end of a battle without surrendering, 
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regardless how desperate the situation could be or if they were tightly surrounded. 

He succeeded. 

He eventually trained an army like this, which was an army that, until the collapse of Ming, 
the father and son team of Nurhaci and Hong Taiji, in their entire lives, could not defeat. 

In history, the name of the army is the Guanning Iron Clads. 

Yuan Chong Huan’s growth greatly exceeded Sun Cheng Zong’s expectation. On training, 
defense, and tactics, he was flawless. In the meantime, he was still only an unknown soldier. 

Teacher Sun was very pleased with his student. 

But he still discovered a flaw in Yuan Chong Huan and it was seemingly insignificant flaw. 
It all started from a seemingly insignificant matter. 

In year three of Divine Beginning (AD 1623), Yan Ming Tai, the imperial inspector of 
Eastern Liao, received a report, alleging that Deputy Garrison Commander Du Ying Kui 
misappropriated soldiers’ pays. 

If it was at other times, it wouldn’t have mattered much. But Teacher Sun had just 
completed his trainings on disciplines. If someone dared to post a challenge, he had to look 
into it seriously. 

He sent Yuan Chong Huan to investigate it. 

Yuan Chong Huan took the assignment seriously. Once he got there, without taking a 
break, he began to look at the account books and tally the headcount. Once that was done, it 


was true that Garrison Commander Du indeed committed embezzlement. He was summoned 


for a talk and Commander Du acknowledged it. 
By rule, that would be the end of the work of Special Envoy Yuan. It was time for him to go 
back to report his findings. 


But Lord Yuan seemed to be too eager to do much. As soon as the conversation ended, 
without even informing anyone, he beheaded Commander Du right on the spot. When he was 


being beheaded, Commander Du, with tears on his face, seemed to be contrite. 


It all happened too quickly. Everyone at the scene was stunned. Once they realized what 
just had happened, some of Commander Du’s men already took out their weapons and were 


set to rush to Lord Yuan. 


He is a government official. You are not his commanding officer. Without any order, you 
come here and beheaded him. What’s that about? 


Fortunately Commander Du was only the deputy garrison commander. The number one 
boss was still there. Not until some massaging in words, were the emotions of the men 
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assuaged, which allowed Special Envoy Yuan to return in safety. 


The first reception he got upon his return was a round of Sun Cheng Zong’s severe tongue- 
lashing: 

“Before you killed him, you didn’t even ask for permission! After you killed him, you 
didn’t even submit a report! Soldiers almost mutinied and you didn’t report it! Up to this point, 
I still don’t know whom you killed and for what reason!” 


“T heard when you killed him, you said you were following an order. If you can kill by 
simply following an order, then why is there a need for the emperor’s sword (the emperor had 
given one to Sun Cheng Zong)?” 


Yuan Chong Huan said nothing. 


The matter itself was not a big one but it was a really bad one. He neither was the 
commanding officer nor had the emperor’s sword. But he dared to execute a man without 


authorization. He was just too arrogant. 


But currently there was a dearth of talents. To punish Yuan Chong Huan on this issue 
didn’t seem to be practical. Sun Cheng Zong played it down. He hoped Yuan Chong Huan 
would be able to learn from it: it’s absolutely wrong to let one’s emotion overcome him and 
kill without authorization. 


Later events showed Yuan Chong Huan indeed learned from it. Of course, his idea was 
different from that of Teacher Sun’s. 


Killing someone without authorization is wrong if one is neither the boss nor has the 
emperor’s sword. But if one is the boss and has the emperor’s sword, then it sounds right if 
one kills without authorization. 

To some extent, this was what brought down his entire life. 

But part had to submit to the whole. Commander Du was dead and so was it. It didn’t 
matter. In fact the current situation in Eastern Liao was very good. Ningyuan and the outposts 
in Pine Mountain, Middle Front Post, and Middle Rear Post had all been connected. The 
famous Guanning Line (Shanhaiguan and Ningyuan) was basically complete. The Ming 
defense force numbered one hundred and ten thousand. There were enough supplies to last 
three years. Areas of land outside the Pass as far as two hundred kilometers were again under 
Ming control. 

Sun Cheng Zong rebuilt cities, reorganized forces, found a good student, and restored 
territories, but all these were not enough. 


To deal with the coming enemy, it was not enough to rely just on Yuan Chong Huan. He 
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had to find a few other able aides. 


Aides 


When Yuan Chong Huan arrived in Ningyuan, what he saw was a dilapidated and 


desolated place. He sighed for a long time. 


But soon someone told him this was the result of a recent building. In fact, a general had 


been doing the construction here and it had been going on for over a year. 


It’s being built for over a year and this is the result? Yuan Chong Huan fumed. He 


summoned this man over and gave him a good tongue-lashing. 


Surprisingly, the fellow didn’t have the kind of sense that Commander Du had, who had 
been previously beheaded. Not only did he refuse to acknowledge he was wrong, he jumped 
up and traded spars with Lord Yuan. His mouth, when opened, was filled with coarse words. 
He said he had been in battles for years. What the hell do you know, he retorted? 


That was the first appearance of Zu Da Shou, an indolent general of raiders and later a 
celebrated general of Eastern Liao. 


Zu Da Shou was a famous man. He was so famous that even Zu Kuan, a family servant of 
his, was included in the biographies in The Official History of Ming. But the biography on the 
famous person himself is rather in The Draft History of Qing. Eventually he changed his boss. 


But strangely, comparing to Wu, Shang, and Geng, those who encountered the same sort of 
misfortune as his, his reputation had been well maintained. There seemed not many to 
categorize him as a Chinese traitor. The reason is that almost everyone thought he had done 
his duty. 

Zu Da Shou’s courtesy name was Fu Yu and he was a native of Ningyuan of Eastern Liao. 
He was born in Ningyuan, grew up in Ningyuan, and started his military career in Ningyuan. 
The man had a fiery temper and vicious and feisty personality. Relying his years of 
accomplishments in killing, he rose and became a general. Back then, his ability was 
appreciated by Xiong Ting Bi. 

Then Xiong Ting Bi left and Wang Hua Zhen came. He was also valued and appointed the 
center army’s general of raiders. He was assigned to garrison Guangning. 


Later, Sun De Gong rebelled and Wang Hua Zhen fled. At the crucial moment, Zu Da Shou 
didn’t hesitate, he also fled. 


But he didn’t run back. Instead, he took his troops to the Chrysanthemum Island to 


continue to resist. 
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Principled but refuse to take an immediate loss. Based on the things he had done in the 
following years that had to be his guiding principle that he always followed. 


To a man who had toured the Court of the King of Hell several times, Yuan Chong Huan, a 
distinguished scholar and career civilian official, who had never been in combats, dared to 
come over to flaunt his swagger, which amounted to nothing but seeking a shellacking, 
responding in invectives was absolutely needed. 


It’s not clear how they traded insults. But the result was clear. Although Lord Yuan had 
never been a soldier, his temper was worse than a soldier’s, just like the famous phrase of his: 
“if you think the man of this office is a bookman, you are wrong, this man is a general!” They 
exchanged words and after a few rounds, Zu Da Shou accepted defeat. 


From now on, he became Yuan Chong Huan’s loyal subordinate, Great Ming’s outstanding 
general, and an iron wall that Later Jin cavalry could never overcome. 


Zu Da Shou was Yuan Chong Huan’s first aide. 


Actually the name Zu Da Shou had its own oddity. In local accent, it sounded much the 
same as Uncle Zu. To avoid messing up one’s seniority, his superiors and subordinates always 
addressed him by his title and didn’t use his name. 


Only one man, from the start to the end, always resolutely called him uncle. The reason 
was simple, Zu Da Shou was actually really his uncle. 


The name of this man was Wu San Gui. 


At the time Wu San Gui was only eleven or twelve years old and was not an adult yet. 
Given he wasn’t an adult, we don’t have to introduce him. Actually back then his father Wu 
Xiang was a far more important figure than him. 


Wu Xiang was a native of Suizhong of Liaoning. His family ancestry could be traced back 
to Gaoyou of Jiangsu. He was a military recommended man. 


Actually according to history records, Mr. Wu Xiang was a descendant of a merchant, who 
came from Jiangsu to Eastern Liao to do business. But by his generation, perhaps because of 
wars, doing business got harder. Then he made the snap decision to take a test for military 


recommended man and joined the army, embarking on the road as a soldier. 


Mr. Wu was talented and educated (at least he read). He was different from those crass and 
foolish men in the army barracks. Zu Da Shou was fond of him and paid attention to promote 
him and also married his sister to him. 


Wu Xiang didn’t betray Zu Da Shou’s trust. In the fights of the ensuing years, he and his 
son would become the pillars that Ming relied on. 
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Wu Xiang was Yuan Chong Huan’s second aide. 


Before fleeing from Ningyuan, both Wu Xiang and Zu Da Shou were Wang Hua Zhen’s 
subordinates. Before Wang Hua Zhen came here, they both were Mao Wen Long’s 
subordinates. 


In hind sight, Mao Wen Long seemed to be neither much noticeable nor important. But 
back then, he was a very well-known and very important person. At least he was more 


important than Yuan Chong Huan. 


In year one of Divine Beginning, Yuan Chong Huan was the Magistrate of Ninggian and 


Mao Wen Long was the garrison commander of Pidao. 


To put it more accurately, Yuan Chong Huan was responsible for garrisoning the Ningqian 


region. He was a fourth grade civilian official. 


But Mao Wen Long was the left military governor, a first grade military official, general of 
suppressing Liao, holder of the emperor’s sword, and the highest ranked military commander 


of the Eastern Liao region. 


In other words, Commander Mao was much higher in rank than Lord Yuan. Comparing to 
Mao Wen Long, Yuan Chong Huan was just a little known low level soldier. They were simply 


not at the same level. 
Garrison Commander Mao was not just an average garrison commander. 


In Ming, the position of garrison commander was a general term and it’s basically 
equivalent to today’s district commander. But a commander can be called a commander if his 
jurisdiction covers a few provinces or just a county. For example, Du Ying Kui, the one that 
embezzled soldiers’ pays was a deputy garrison commander. But when Special Envoy Yuan 
wanted to behead him, he was beheaded. Yuan Chong Huan didn’t even blink his eyes when 


he did it. He didn’t even have to write a self-review. 


Overall, in Ming, garrison commanders had different ranks. There were branch garrison 
commanders and assistant garrison commanders. The highest ranked was the chief garrison 
commander. 

Mao Wen Long was a chief garrison commander. In fact he was Ming’s only chief garrison 
commander outside of the Pass. 

A chief garrison commander, in today’s terms, is the commander of a military district. His 
position was very high and usually was a general with a title (an honorary title, e.g., General 
of Suppressing Barbarians and Defeating Invaders). A few very unusual ones were also the 


ministers of war. 
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Ming had twenty chief garrison commanders in its system. Fourteen of them died outside 
of the Pass and now six were living. Mao Wen Long was one of them. 


But among the survivors, Garrison Commander Mao was somewhat different. Although 
his rank was very high, he had a very small territory under him, Pidao, was a small island. 


Pidao’s other name was East River, which was located at the mouth of the Yalu River and 
occupied a strategic location. From east to west its length was about fifteen lis and. From north 
to south its width was about twelve lis. Commander Mao garrisoned here. He was Master Mao 
of the island. 


It was a rather strange thing. Usually the territory under a chief garrison commander was 
very large. He was either the commander of a military district of a province or at least a 
regional commander. Only Commander Mao was a military district commander of an island. 


But no one felt strange. Other commanders got their territories by succession, but 


Commander Mao got his territory by seizing it. 


Mao Wen Long was born in year four of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1576). He was a native 
of Hangzhou of Zhejiang. In his childhood, his main joy was to go around and beg for food. 


Because his family was too poor, Mao Wen Long couldn’t even get himself fed. Of course, 
he couldn’t afford to be educated by a private tutor. Based on the history records I have found, 
he didn’t seem to be a mean guy. He was also not so good at brawling or being roguish. He 
could neither take a test nor making trouble. He was a man of no use. He was worse than a 


bookman. 

But if we say he did nothing, it’s not right either. To earn a living, he started a service 
business, divination. 

Divination was a skilled trade. Even if one really didn’t know it he still had to be able to 
humbug. Mao Wen Long began by studying face reading, glphyomancy, and Eight Diagrams”. 

But we have reasons to believe he didn’t achieve any proficiency in this field. He told 
fortunes of others for decades and didn’t bother to find the time to tell his own fortune. 

But the proficiency he acquired on a different subject, military strategy, must be recognized. 

In ancient times of our country, where only the Chinese language was taught and tests 
included only composition, disciplines like divination, military strategies, and astronomy were 


all considered miscellanea and they often clustered together and had a confusing general term, 
Yin-Yanglogy”. 


*° A system of telling fortune described in I-Ching. 
°? Yin-yanglogy was the study of yin and yang, or positive and negative. There is no proper translation of this term and thus 
this word is created. 
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Pressured by the need to maintain a livelihood, Mr. Mao usually read only these 
unorthodox books. Thus despite he had never been to school, it didn’t mean he never read 
books. It was said he was not only well versed in military theories he often applied them in 
practice and he used them to boast when shooting breeze. 


He told fortunes and shot breeze and somehow managed to grow to thirty years old. 


It was not known on what day and triggered by which piece of brain tissue, Mao Wen 
Long suddenly decided to end the way he currently lived. He resolved to go to the north to 
find a job. 

He went all the way to Eastern Liao and met the current imperial inspector Wang Hua 
Zhen, who received him like an old friend and thought he was an outstanding talent. He was 
immediately given a position in the military. 

There didn’t seem such good fortunes in this world. You are right, the previous words are 
just meant to kid you. 

Mr. Mao Wen Long resolved to go to the north to find a job because his uncle, whose 
fortune took a turn for the better, had just become the governor of Shandong. He befriended 
Wang Hua Zhen and recommended his nephew to Inspector Wang. 

Inspector Wang extended the favor by finding Mao Wen Long a job. That was what 
happened. 

To Wang Hua Zhen, finding a job was a personal favor extended to Mao Wen Long’s uncle. 
But in reality, by doing this, he had done a favor for Ming. 

Mao Wen Long went to work in the military. Although he was only an office manager, to 
the locals, he was a senior official, who at least could dine with higher-ups. But the problem 
was when Manager Mao first got there he wasn’t doing well. Everyone knew he got there 
through connections and knew he had never been in combat. He was looked down by 
everyone. 

Until the arrival of that day, March 21 of year one of Divine Beginning (AD 1621). 

On this day, Liaoyang fell and Yuan Ying Tai, the managing strategist of Eastern Liao, 
committed suicide. The defending army of thousands was completely annihilated. Except 
Guangning, Ming had no other footholds in Eastern Liao. 

Everyone, including families of refugees and soldiers who threw down their weapons, fled 
to the inside of the Pass. 


Except Mao Wen Long. 
Mao Wen Long didn’t flee. But it must be pointed out that he didn’t flee not because he had 
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a high sense of morality, but because he couldn’t flee. 


Because Liaoyang fell too quickly, Mr. Mao wasn’t able to react fast enough. Before he was 
able to flee, he already fell behind. He was blocked by the Later Jin army and he couldn’t do 
anything. 

If it was just him alone, he could have just applied some makeup by putting some dirt on 
his face. Perhaps he could slip through. Unfortunately he also had about two hundred soldiers 
with him. 

With these burdensome men, if he wanted to slip away, he wouldn’t be able to. But if he 
wanted to fight, he couldn’t win. The Ming army was busy fleeing and the Later Jin army was 
busy pursuing. The enemy wasn’t bothered by him, neither were his own people. The 
situation Mao Wen Long was in can be perfectly described in one phrase, they were the 


abandoned pawns. 


When everyone was lamenting and thought they had nowhere to go, Mao Wen Long found 
a route, to the sea. 


He found some boats and safely withdrew his soldiers to the sea. 


But soldiers quickly discovered that the direction they were going was not Guangning. It 
was not even outside of the Pass. 


“We are going to Zhenjiang.” Mao Wen Long replied. 
Everyone was dumbfounded. 


The Zhenjiang was not the one in Jiangsu but Fort Zhenjiang in Eastern Liao. It was located 
at the mouth of Yalu River where it meets the sea and at the opposite side of the river in Korea. 
Its strategic position was very important. It was heavily fortified and easy to defend and hard 
to attack. 


But people were surprised not because it was very important or it was heavily fortified but 
because it was not at all in Ming’s hands. 


Even before the fall of Liaoyang and Shenyang, its owner had already been changed and it 
had long ago become the rear of Later Jin. It was heavily defended. Only two motives would 


have propelled someone to go to Fort Zhenjiang now: defect to the enemy or seek death. 


But Mao Wen Long said: We are going to neither defect nor seek death. We are going there 
to take Zhenjiang. 


Obviously it’s a joke. Liaoyang is already fallen. No one is resisting and no one is able to 


resist. Everyone has the same wish: escape. 


But Mao Wen Long said again: I am not joking. 
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We are going to start from here, go across the strait, sail for nearly a thousand lis, and 
arrive at the strong fortress where there is a heavy enemy concentration. With the dilapidated, 
ill equipped, recently defeated, and a force of just a few hundred, we are going to attack the 
well-equipped and arrogant enemy who just scored a huge victory. Few is going to face many. 


We are not going to flee. We are going to attack. We are going to defeat them completely. 
We are going to reclaim Zhenjiang. We are going to reclaim the land that should have been 


ours! 


No one was surprised anymore. No one opposed it anymore. It was apparent that it was a 
rational reason. It was a reason that was sufficient to convince them to attack Zhenjiang 
without turning back. 


Under the disguise of darkness, Mao Wen Long and his force arrived at Fort Zhenjiang. 


Reality confirmed he might have been an impetuous man but he was absolutely not a 
foolish man. Just like it had been rehearsed, Mao Wen Long attacked. The Later Jin army never 
thought they would be stabbed in their far rear. They were totally unprepared. In the dark 
they didn’t know how many had come and from where they came. The only thing they could 
do was panic and fleeing. 


The Ming army got a big victory. Over a thousand Later Jin troops were killed. Tong Yang 
Zhen, the defending commander, was killed in the battle. Nearly a hundred lis of area around 
Fort Zhenjiang was recovered. In history, it is known as the Victory at Fort Zhenjiang. 

This was the biggest and only victory for Ming since Nurhaci started his campaign. 

When the news arrived, Wang Hua Zhen was very pleased. He immediately appointed 
Mao Wen Long the deputy garrison commander to garrison Fort Zhenjiang. 

Having lost Fort Zhenjiang, Later Jin was shocked. A large force was sent out, intended to 


send Mao Wen Long to the sea as fish food. 


Because the enemy was too numerous than his, Mao Wen Long lost Fort Zhenjiang and 
was pushed out to the sea. But he didn’t become fish food. Rather, he started fishing. He 
withdrew to Pidao. 


It was just an island after all. At the beginning, no one thought much of him. But soon after, 
in his own action, he let Mr. Nurhaci know the true meaning of pain. 


Ever since year one of Divine Beginning, Mao Wen Long had not rested. Every year, he 
sent out some men, for a few days, and did a few things. They either set fire or looted, which 
deprived Later Jin’s peace in life. 


More annoyingly, Island Master Mao was exceptionally cunning. When you are not 
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prepared, he goes ashore and gives you a kick. When you have concentrated forces and set up 
an ambush, he refuses to come. He was like a mosquito buzzing around your ears. He would 
torture you to death. 


Then Nurhaci got tired of it. Perhaps Island Master Mao was capable of only guerilla 
warfare. There was no need to be bothered by him. Let him make trouble. But unexpectedly, 
Island Master Mao gave him another pleasant surprise. 


In year three of Divine Beginning (AD 1623), under the eyes of Later Jin army, Island 
Master Mao suddenly went out, attacked, and took Jinzhou (present day Jinzhou of Liaoning). 
Not only did he take it, he stayed there. He set a big fire in Nurhaci’s backyard. 


Nurhaci was really out of ideas. If he tried to suppress Mao, Mao withdrew. If he tried to 
conduct an amphibious operation, he didn’t have the technology. If he wanted to fight a naval 
battle, he didn’t have a navy. He was thoroughly frustrated. 


As Nurhaci became increasingly frustrated, Island Master Mao became increasingly active. 
Living on an isolated island had to be a miserable experience, according to the way television 
series depict it: There is nothing and one can only gnaw coconuts on the beach and hope that 


someone will come and rescue him. 


But Mao Wen Long’s life on the isolated island was rather a satisfying one. According to 
history records, he collected refugees and built up military provisions, traders and merchants 
from near and far came, and goods were well stocked with plenty of incomes from taxes. 


That meant Island Master Mao did really well on the island. No one needed to live on the 
continent anymore. People came to live here. Economy on the island was also flourishing. He 
was even able to draw taxes. 


Not only that, besides stimulating domestic needs, Island Master Mao also did 
international trade. He had regular merchants from Japan and Korea. It was said even people 
from Later Jin territories traded with him. Anyway, the damned place had no custom and the 
state didn’t collect tariffs, Island Master Mao’s income was a lot. It was said it amounted to 


over a hundred thousand ounces of silver every month. 


Being wealthy meant being large in number. Lured by high pays, more and more people 
came to the island to become soldiers. Initially there were only over two hundred. Later when 


Yuan Chong Huan came to the island and did a full accounting, he counted thirty thousand. 


What was worthy of special praising was that while doing his side business, Island Master 
Mao didn’t forget his real job. In the ensuing years, he made a lot of accomplishments. Here 
are some excerpts: 


In year three (of Diving Beginning), Wen Long occupied Jinzhou. 
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In May of year four, Wen Long sent a force, moving along the Yalu River, crossed the 
Changbai Mountain and invaded the eastern remote areas of Great Qing. 


In August, sent forces to cross the river from the west side of Yizhou, and started military 
farming on the island. 


In June of year five, sent forces to raid village of Guantun in Yaozhou. 


In May of year six, sent forces to raid Post of Anshan. Several days later he sent troops to 
attack River Cher and south of the city. 


Not only did he attack randomly, he even went to the enemy’s land to farm and grow crops. 
That was just too egregious. 


It would be abnormal if Mr. Nurhaci didn’t hate him. 


But hatred aside, without the technology, he could only watch Island Master Mao 
wreaking havoc. 


Thanks to Comrade Mao Wen Long, every time the Later Jin army went out on a campaign, 
they had a sensation like a bird that had been shot at before. They worried Island Master Mao 
would fire sneaky shots on their backs. For a long time they couldn’t do their robbery with 
peace of mind. Their ability and emotion to work was greatly affected. The sentiment was 


really bad. 


Without such achievements, surely no one would dare to control him. The government 
spoiled him and Wang Hua Zhen protected him. Later when Wang Zai Jin succeeded as the 
managing strategist of Eastern Liao, he had to be worshipped. 


Mao Wen Long was Yuan Chong Huan’s third helper, the current superior and future 


enemy. 


In year three of Divine Beginning (AD 1623), just when Yuan Chong Huan was busy 
building his walls in Ningyuan, another man came to Ningyuan. 

The man had been sent over by Sun Cheng Zong. His job was to work together with Yuan 
Chong Huan to garrison Ningyuan. The name of this man was Man Gui. 


Man Gui was from Xuanfu. He was a Mongol. He was very poor and he was very brave. 


Comrade Man Gui had to be an archetypal budding fighter. He grew up enjoying hunting. 
Once he became an adult and joined the army, he enjoyed hunting men. He dawdled many 
years in the army. Every time he went out fighting, he was able to kill a few. His record had to 
be magnificent. But despite his magnificent record, by over forty, he was still a knight of a 
hundred. 


It was not because his advance was stifled but actually because he was too honest. 
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The Ming law specified if you kill an enemy (with the head as proof), then congratulations, 
you have two options: one, advance by one rank, or two, receive a reward of fifty ounces of 


silver. 

Every time Man Gui chose the second option because he needed money. 

I don’t think Man Gui was greedy. In fact he was very honest. 

He didn’t know people choosing option two would get money but people who chose 
option one would get both power and money. 

If he continued dawdling that way, perhaps by his death, it would be Heaven’s blessing if 
he was able to advance to a knight of a thousand. 

But, years later, the failure of one man made his success. The failed man was Yang Hao. 


In year forty seven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1619), four corps commanded by Yang 
Hao were annihilated at Sarhu. Over three hundred officers died. The government ran out of 
men. An order was issued to make exceptions in promotions. Comrade Man Gui was able to 
put on a new face and became a colonel, a senior officer in the Ming army. 


But what really changed his fortune was the success of another man, Sun Cheng Zong. 


In year two of Divine Beginning (AD 1622), on his inspection tour of the border, Sun Cheng 
Zong met Man Gui. He was intrigued by the veteran. Very pleased, he promoted Man Gui, 
transferred him to Shanhaiguan, and made him the deputy garrison commander. A year later, 
Man Gui was transferred to Ningyuan and became the commanding general. 

Man Gui was an outstanding general. Not only was he brave, he was also very experienced 
and good at diplomacy. 

The Mongol tribes had become allies of Later Jin. On looting and fighting missions, they 
came together, which put great pressures on Ming forces. Man Gui’s arrival changed all that. 

Taking advantage of his own ethnicity as a minority, he patiently conducted a prolonged 
lobbying to his compatriots. To those who refused to accept his persuasions, he also conducted 
patient and prolonged attacks. Soon, everyone was moved by his earnest attacks and 
exhortations and they were all won over. 


In addition, he was also very good at laying bricks. He often personally supervised the 
building of walls. He also enjoyed training his soldiers. He often trained his soldiers 


downright hard. 


Under Man Gui’s continuous effort, Ningyuan was turned into a relatively big city (over 


fifty thousand household and farm lands extended out to fifty lis) from a large pile of ruin. 


As the highest ranked military officer, he also maintained a good relationship with Yuan 
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Chong Huan. 


Actually there were some confrontations but they were all minor issues, at least at the time 


they were minor. 


It must be pointed out that Man Gui’s position was the garrison commander of Ningyuan. 
But Yuan Chong Huan was the provincial governor of Ninggqian. In terms of rank, Man Gui’s 
was higher than Yuan Chong Huan’s. But Ming tradition dictated civilian officers were placed 
over military officers. In Ningyuan, Yuan Chong Huan ranked a little higher than Man Gui, 
just by a little. 


According to history records, Man Gui was a reserved but proud man. In addition, because 
he moved up from a foot soldier and his business was to chop off men’s heads (fifty ounces a 
piece), he focused more on practice and despised those civilian officials who talked empty 
theories and had never been in combat. Of course, they included Yuan Chong Huan. 


But interestingly, he and Yuan Chong Huan maintained a good relationship. It was not 
because he was more magnanimous but rather because Yuan Chong Huan tolerated him. 


Lord Yuan knew his place. He knew well that those who goofed around in Eastern Liao 
were mostly war veterans, who were used to killings and pillaging. To these men, he, as an 
intellectual and newbie, hadn’t earned his right to speak. 


He was very modest and very good at being a son-of-a-bitch. He often earnestly solicited 
opinions from the old timers (such as Man Gui). Man Gui and others also understood he was 
Sun Cheng Zong’s man and must not be offended. So they were polite to him. Overall, life was 


not bad among them. 

Man Gui was Yuan Chong Huan’s fourth helper, a comrade in life and death three years 
later, and an enemy who sent him to death seven years later. 

Perhaps you think there were already enough men. But Sun Cheng Zong didn’t think so. 
Soon after, he sent over the fifth man. 

The man was someone he saved from an execution ground. His name was Zhao Shuai Jiao. 

Zhao Shuai Jiao was a native of Shaanxi. The man had been in the government very early. 


By the middle of Ten Thousand Seasons he was already a colonel. He had an average resume, 


average achievements, average qualification, and everything about him was average. 


Not only was he average, he later got into trouble and lost his job. Thanks to Mr. Yang Hao 
as well, with too many generals killed and without many to fill the ranks, he volunteered and 
filled a vacancy. He was under Yuan Ying Tai and managed to become a deputy garrison 


commander. 
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But he was very unlucky. Soon after he got there, Liaoyang was lost. Yuan Ying Tai killed 
himself and he fled. 


The exigency brought him to Wang Hua Zhen. A year later, Guangning fell. Wang Hua 
Zhen fled, so did he. 


Later on, Wang Zai Jin came and he went to Wang Zai Jin. 


In several years, he had been quite a few places and everywhere he went, the place got in 
trouble. He also lacked sense of responsibility. He sneaked away when troubles came. By now, 
he finally became the epitome, an epitome of failure, known by everyone in the Ming army. 


On that, Zhao Shuai Jiao didn’t say much, nor could he say much. 
But later, Zhao Shuai Jiao suddenly went to Wang Zai Jin and made a request: 
“T’m willing to redeem myself with some results. I’ll go and reclaim the lost territories.” 


Wang Zai Jin thought his ears must have failed him. But when he heard the same resolute 


words again, he was certain Comrade Zhao Shuai Jiao must have suffered mentally. 


At the time, the concept of lost territories was a rather broad concept. The territory under 
Ming’s control included only Shanhaiguan. In a more broad sense, the entire Eastern Liao was 
a lost territory. Where do you go to take back some territory? 


Zhao Shuai Jiao replied: the Front Village. 
The Front Village was near Ningyuan and was a key position for Ming. 


Assured that Zhao Shuai Jiao was sober and didn’t have suicide tendency, Wang Zai Jin 
also told the truth: 


“Tt’s good you want to retake the lost territory. But I don’t have men to spare.” 
I’m honest here. It’s not I don’t want you to succeed, just that I can’t help. 

But Zhao Shuai Jiao’s reply thoroughly surprised Lord Wang: 

“T don’t need soldiers. I’ll go with my own men.” 


I am the managing strategist of Eastern Liao and I have very few men. Do you have a 
private army? The curious Wang Zai Jin asked a question: 


“How many do you have?” 

Zhao Shuai Jiao answered: 

“Thirty eight.” 

Wang Zai Jin was now in complete despair. The enemy is in front of us. Nurhaci may come 
at any moment. The moral is so low that even those who are able to fight are in hiding. But the 
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guy who has been hiding now suddenly comes out and wants to fight. 
Don’t you see the situation? Are you joking? Don’t we already have enough trouble? 
Irritated, Wang Zai Jin waved his hand and said: ok, go! 
It was just words uttered under a moment of rage. But unexpectedly, the fellow really went. 


Zhao Shuai Jiao took his family servants of thirty eight and went to the Front Village to 
retake the lost territory. 


It was a move betokened suicidal tendency. Almost everyone thought Zhao Shuai Jiao had 


gone mad. 


But actually Mr. Zhao didn’t go mad. When he approached to the Front Village and 
learned that enemy had appeared, he stopped. 


“Enemy is already there and we can’t go further. We can just retake this place.” 
The place was the place he stopped. It was called Middle Front. 


Middle Front was in the vicinity of suburb of Ningyuan. It was located near Suizhong of 
present day Liaoning. Zhao Shuai Jiao set up camp here and collected refugees. He built 


barracks and recruited strong men as soldiers, as well as organized military farming. 


Wang Zai Jin heard the news but sneered. He thought in the land where enemy was 
everywhere, Zhao Shuai Jiao would soon have to repeat his performance, lose everything and 
run back. 


Several months later, Sun Cheng Zong came to the outpost that should have been empty. 
But instead he saw vast farm lands, houses, and armed and well trained soldiers. 


When he heard there were only thirty eight men here initially, he found Zhao Shuai Jiao 
and asked him a question: 


“How many men are here now?” 
Zhao Shuai Jiao answered: 
“Over sixty thousand civilians and nearly ten thousand soldiers.” 


From thirty eight to sixty thousand, facing the unbelievable miracle, Sun Cheng Zong was 
much moved. His lordship initially came in a carriage, but because he was so moved, he gave 
the carriage to Zhao Shuai Jiao and went back on a horse. 


From that moment, he memorized the man’s name. 


What Comrade Zhao Shuai Jiao had shown is he was a man who knew what humiliation 
meant. Those who knew humiliation are brave. After much hesitation and setbacks, he began 


to show his courage in his own actions. 
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But half way through his show, he was almost beheaded. 


Just when Zhao Shuai Jiao was about to roll up his sleeves and do something big, the 
Ministry of War suddenly sent someone to see him and asked his help on an investigation. 

Zhao Shuai Jiao knew he had come to the end of his life. 

This was what happened. Back then when Zhao Shuai Jiao was in Liaoyang, he was the 
deputy garrison commander in charge of the center of the army. That meant when the fight 
started, Zhao Shuai Jiao, who had the bulk of the army should be fully committed to fighting. 
But he fled, which resulted in the defeat. 


In other words, a soldier could flee, a civilian could flee, but Zhao Shuai Jiao couldn’t, nor 
should he. So, if he fled, he had to be prosecuted. According to Ming military laws, death was 
the certain outcome in this scenario. 


But certain death was still questionable, especially when someone pled on his behalf. 


When Sun Cheng Zong heard about this matter, he immediately went to see the minister of 
war and told him the man must not be executed. A minister of war surely wouldn’t want to 


offend a cabinet grand academician. As a favor, he released Mr. Zhao Shuai Jiao. 


Sun Cheng Zong was not a man of mercy. He let Zhao Shuai Jiao get away because he was 


certain a live man was better than a dead man. 


And in his actions, Zhao Shuai Jiao confirmed Sun Cheng Zong’s judgement. In the big 


battle that was soon about to take place, he would play a crucial role. 


Zhao Shuai Jiao was Yuan Chong Huan’s fifth helper. 


An unexpected incident 


In year one of Divine Beginning (AD 1620), when Sun Cheng Zong just arrived in Eastern 
Liao, all he possessed was Shanhaiguan and the eight lis outside of it. 


In year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1624), Sun Cheng Zong strengthened Shanhaiguan, 


retook Ningyuan, and the surrounding hundreds lis of land. 


After retaking Ningyuan, Sun Cheng Zong decided to go further to occupy another city, 


Jinzhou*. He considered that a crucial location. 


But Nurhaci didn’t think so. Oh, Jinzhou? It’s a small and poor place. It costs food to send 


troops to garrison it. Whoever wants it, take it. 


Without any effort, Sun Cheng Zong got Jinzhou. 


* This is not the same city as the one mentioned in the last a few paragraphs. The Chinese words are different although in 
pinyin they are spelled the same way. 
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What happened later proved that Nurhaci’s horrible fate was decided at the moment when 
Ming forces occupied Jinzhou. 

By that, Sun Cheng Zong had finally completed the greatest work of his life, the Guanjin 
Line. 

The so-called Guanjin Line was a defense system consisting of Shanhaiguan, Ningyuan, 
and Jinzhou. The total length of the line was over four hundred lis and penetrated deep inside 
the Later Jin territory. Along the line there were Ming forts, outposts. It was a strong line. 

History tells us that no matter how strong a line is, some day it will be broken. 

History also tells us that there are exceptions in everything, for example, this line. 

In fact, even till the collapse of Ming, it had never been broken. In the ensuing years, the 
Later Jin army tried to dig with their hands and to gnaw with their teeth to no avail and it also 
costed Mr. Nurhaci’s aged life. 

It was a defense system that was both scientific and logical because it basically had no 
defects. 

Jinzhou was a key stronghold in Eastern Liao. It was situated at the key path to enter 
Shanhaiguan. It’s at a strategic location with difficult access. More importantly, one side of 
Jinzhou faced the sea. To the Later Jin army that didn’t have a navy, it was another nightmare. 


In other words, with sufficient supply from the sea, in most cases, even if it was tightly 
surrounded, Jinzhou would still be hard to take. 


If it’s so hard to take, can it be just bypassed? 
No. 


One of my friends who lives in Jinzhou told me it’s very convenient for him to go home. 
Because from Beijing there are eighteen trains that go to the three provinces in Northeast that 
have stops in Jinzhou. 


I suddenly shivered. It means that in Ming of more than three hundred years ago, to go to 
Eastern Liao, except a few dimwits who chose to climb mountains, Jinzhou was the only route. 

To get in the Pass, one had to take Ningyuan. To take Ningyuan, he had to take Jinzhou. 
But he wouldn’t be able to take Jinzhou. 


Of course, someone may say, Jinzhou is just a stronghold and why does it have to be taken? 
As long as Jinzhou is put under a siege, one can just bypass it to continue to attack Ningyuan. 
Will that do it? 


Yes, following this logic, one doesn’t have to take Ningyuan either. As long as Ningyuan is 
surrounded and bypassed, one can continue to attack Shanhaiguan. Surely it’s going to work. 
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If one looks at it that way, Nurhaci seemed to be a really foolish man. How come he didn’t 
think about such a simple strategy? 


I think people who think this way should go take a cold shower to clear up their minds. 


Assume that you are Nurhaci. You have thousands of soldiers with you. You arrive at 
Jinzhou and no one attacks you there. Then you go to Ningyuan and no one attacks you there 
either. You smoothly travel to Shanhaiguan and set to launch your attack. 


I am sure that by now you will be surprised to see that the troops from Jinzhou and 
Ningyuan will appear behind you. They want to finish you off all together, except if the 


generals at these two places are idiots. 


Now you are in a big trouble. You face Shanhaiguan, which perhaps can’t be taken for days. 
If you beg that the army behind you not to attack you, they probably won’t agree. Even if you 
resolve to smash open the city walls with your head and you get beyond the Pass, you get 
your spoils, and then you still have to go back. 


If you don’t have wings, then the route for you to go back should be Shanhaiguan, 


Ningyuan, and Jinzhou...... 
It seems to be tough, isn’t it? 
That was why, for years, Comrade Cao Cao was afraid of neither Sun Quan nor Liu Bei. 


But he was very much afraid of Ma Teng and Ma Chao. The two gentlemen occupied a 


territory that was in his rear.” 


That was Sun Cheng Zong’s great accomplishment. In just a few short years, he built a 
number of strongholds, retook some lost territories, promoted some generals, and trained 


some soldiers. 

Now in his hands there were a solid unbreakable defense line, a well-trained and the best 
army, and a team of extraordinarily talented outstanding generals. 

But on all these, Nurhaci didn’t know, or at least he didn’t know it clearly. 

Zu Da Shou, Wu Xiang, Man Gui, Zhao Shuai Jiao, Mao Wen Long, and Yuan Chong Huan 
were meaningless names to Nurhaci. 

Ever since year forty six of Ten Thousand Seasons when he started his rebellion, he had 
fought against all the Ming generals who could fight. Yang Hao, Liu Ting, Du Song, Wang 
Hua Zhen, and Yuan Ying Tai had all been defeated by him without exception. To him, the 


newbies would suffer not much different fate. 


°° Cao Cao, Sun Quan, Liu Bei, Ma Teng, and Ma Chao were all real historical figures in the novel Romance of Three 
Kingdoms, which was based on true events occurred in later Han dynasty. 


259 


A Gifted Rival 


But eventually he would fail. He would be defeated by the unknown soldiers and forever 
lose the opportunity to recover. 


That is what has been said. But Nurhaci still had his edge. He didn’t know the current 
situation but he knew Sun Cheng Zong’s capability. Obviously, the Lord General of 
Commanders was tougher to deal with than Xiong Ting Bi. For several years, he didn’t launch 
large scale attacks. 


But there were small ones. 


In Later Jin army, the best general was unquestionably Nurhaci. But just like Sun Cheng 
Zong, he also had many formidable men. 


Among these ferocious men, the fiercest were the Eight Beiles. 

The Eight Beiles were Daisan, Amin, Manggultai, Hong Taiji, Ajige, Dorgon, Dodo, and 
Jirgalang. 

Among the men, by military accomplishments and seniority, the first four were great 


heavy hitters and so they were called the Four Big Beiles. The latter four were little heavy 
hitters and they were called the Four Little Beiles. 


Among them the most famous were undoubtedly two, Hong Taiji and Dorgon. 
But the most able fighters were three, besides Hong Taiji and Dorgon, there was also 
Daisan. 


Dorgon was still young so there is no need to describe him. Hong Taiji is too famous so 
there is no need to describe him either. But Daisan, despite being old and less famous, 
deserves some description. 


In fact, Big Beile Daisan was one of the most outstanding generals of Later Jin. The man 
was extraordinarily ferocious. When he was fighting against Ming, he often was ahead of his 
soldiers. He was also well versed in military strategies. He was good at setting up ambushes 
and he was an able fighter. 


Because he was very good at fighting, Nurhaci decided to pick a target and organize an 
attack led by Daisan in order to probe Sun Cheng Zong’s strength. The target he chose was 


Jinzhou. 
Not until Daisan took his army to Jinzhou did he realize it was a truly thankless job. 


First, Jinzhou was very well fortified. On building walls, Sun Cheng Zong excelled. The 
walls were not only very high they were also very thick. It would be hopeless to simply count 


on hacking with knives. To enter the city, one had to have artillery. 


There were cannon but they were not out of the city. Instead, they were mounted on the 
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walls. 


Actually for a long time, Ming’s armament was already very advanced. It was also put into 
good use during the Three Big Campaigns of Ten Thousand Seasons in fighting the Japanese. 
Later the industry deteriorated, not because technological issues, but rather issues with 


mindset. 


In early years of Ten Thousand Seasons, the emperor was spirited and wanted to tinker 
with things. Later he no longer had the drive. Every day he evaded court sessions. Officials at 
lower levels also slowed down. In addition, working with artillery pieces was a dangerous job. 


One didn’t get much reward in that job. An accident meant much trouble. 


Sun Cheng Zong didn’t mind the trouble. Not only did he equip the troops with advanced 
weapons like triple barrel blunderbusses, he also procured many cannon and tested using 
cannon in city defenses. Jinzhou was his experiment site. 


Although the situation was unfavorable, Daisan neither followed the usual route, nor took 
return route. His mind was set. He got men to set up scaling ladders and storming vehicles to 
charge the wall. 


The defending commander in Jinzhou was Zhao Shuai Jiao. We have to say his attitude 
toward the battle was problematic. Facing the pugnacious and excited Daisan, he was calm 
and emotionless. Once a while he toured the city couple of rounds and fired a few cannon 
shots. Then under the city wall there would come some grisly cries. After spending some 
scaling ladders and some lives but without any gain, Daisan stopped his attack. 


Although he stopped the attack, Daisan didn’t want to leave yet. He wanted to watch 
couple of more days. 


But Sun Cheng Zong didn’t welcome visitors. Before Daisan even got his butt warmed, he 


received a piece of terrifying news that a Ming army suddenly appeared on his flank. 


The army was the Ming troops who garrisoned the Front Village and Pine Mountain. When 
they heard they got visitors and they missed the initial greetings, they came to send them off. 


After a momentary jittery, Daisan restored his composure. As an experienced commander, 
he was confident he would be able to repel the raiders. 


But as soon as he started his counterattack, he saw dust and smoke rose from his rear: The 
Ming army from inside the city came out. 


That meant he was under attack from both sides. But Daisan was still composed. As an 
experienced general, he was very confident. 


Then the confident Daisan received another piece of news. The Ming forces in Ningyuan 
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and Middle Front had come out and were moving toward here. In the time of having a meal, 


they would be here. 


But Daisan deserved his reputation as Daisan. As an experienced general, he was confident. 


He calmly made a wise decision: run. 


But being able to travel freely was just an imagination. Soon Daisan found out he had been 
heavily surrounded. Ming soldiers were not so polite. After a bad beating, Daisan’s force 
suffered heavy losses. Luckily most of them who came were cavalry and they were more 
mobile. They fought hard and eventually found a break. They fled straight for nearly a 
hundred lis and not until he met second Beile Amin, who came to receive him, was he able to 


restore his senses. 


The battle was a huge victory for Ming, who destroyed over a thousand Later Jin troops. 
After the battle, a tally came with over six hundred heads. Nurhaci paid a heavy price for his 
probe. 


In the years when Sun Cheng Zong was commanding the forces in Eastern Liao, the two 
sides seemed to treat each other like guests. Although once a while there were minor 
skirmishes, there had been no major battles. Sun Cheng Zong remained still and Nurhaci 


remained still. 


It was alright for Sun Cheng Zong to remain still. But Nurhaci couldn’t afford to remain 
still. 


Lord Sun’s job was defense. As long as he prevented the enemy from entering the Pass to 


loot, he was winning. 


But Nurhaci was in a different position. His job was to rob. Although he occupied a large 
area, the population deserted. He didn’t have much technical talent and he had no industry. It 
was Said in some areas, he couldn’t even manufacture cooking pots. When Sun Cheng Zong 
went to Eastern Liao, he was on a business trip, which was compensated. He also had the 
government to send provisions. Once a while he also could go back to take a rest. But Mr. 
Nurhaci lived in an indigenous world. No one cared him and no one tended him. What else 
could he do? 


He had to loot. But he couldn’t, because there was Sun Cheng Zong. 


As a superpower, The United States has a very interesting symbol, Uncle Sam. We don’t 
have to explain the origin of Uncle Sam, but his features and characteristics include a well- 
proportioned face, industrious, optimistic, keeping a low profile, and hard working. He is the 
kind of man who is not saying much but very good at doing and a model for all Americans to 


emulate. 
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Sun Cheng Zong is a kind of figure much like Uncle Sam. By his age, he had to be called 
Great Uncle Sam. The fellow had extraordinary features (his portrait as a proof), was 
exceptionally optimistic (when everyone stayed away, he stepped in), keeping a very low 
profile (never started troubles), and often buried himself in hard work (refer to the list of 


accomplishments by Sun Cheng Zong). 


Initially, Nurhaci didn’t think much of Great Uncle Sun because there had been no 
disturbances after the man arrived. There were no agitations. There was not a bombastic 
suppression in a single sweep. There was no mentioning of restoring Eastern Liao. Even 
provocations and brawls failed to draw him out, not to mention attacks by force. He was just 
too dull. 


But gradually he discovered he was a very formidable man. 


In just a few short years, Ming’s territory expanded at an amazing speed. Starting from a 
tiny acre outside of the Pass, it expanded to Ningyuan, then to Jinzhou. Imperceptibly, he had 
reclaimed nearly a thousand lis of land in Eastern Liao. 


Even more dreadful was every step the man had taken was after some careful thought. He 
moved steadily one step at a time. When you didn’t pay attention, he plowed couple of acres 
of your land. He didn’t take much each time. But he never left after he took it. One couldn’t 
find any flaws in his moves. 


Against this was the sort of man who looked at the sky when his head was raised and did 
wicked things when his head was lowered, Nurhaci couldn’t find any means to deal with him. 
All he could do was watch his enemy advance in big steps and he retreat in big steps, until a 
day in October of year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1625). 


On this day, Nurhaci learned that Sun Cheng Zong had gone back to the capital. 


He had to go back not because he needed to visit his family or report or review his work. 


Instead, he was retiring for good. 


It must be pointed out that he asked for his retirement voluntarily. He neither wanted nor 


was unwilling to leave. But he had to. 


The East Wood Party, the powerful organization that he had been relying on like nothing 
else, had been destroyed. 
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Explanations in many history books on the collapse of the East Wood Party are similar: A 
bunch of moral gentlemen lost to a bunch of immoral riffraff in an extraordinarily dark 
political struggle, which led to their ultimate defeat. 


In my view, this explanation is totally nonsense. 


In fact it should be described as a bunch of smart people lost to another bunch of even 
smarter people in an extraordinarily dark political struggle, which led to their ultimate defeat. 


For years, it has been hard to clearly explain the failure of the East Wood Party because 
there hasn’t been a clear explanation of the East Wood Party’s success. 


But the reason there hasn’t been a clear explanation is the issue is hard to explain. 


It’s not a limerick. Actually ever since there have been hidden secrets in the rise and fall of 
the East Wood Party that were not known to many and those who knew didn’t expose. 


Coincidentally, I am a man who looks for truth. I have keen and inexplicable interests in 
those esoteric issues and obscure secrets. 

After studying and analyzing many history records I have come to this conclusion: 

The East Wood Party succeeded because it was powerful. It failed because it was too 


powerful. 


In year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), aided by the efforts of Yang Lian, 
Zuo Guang Dou, and other East Wood men, Zhu Chang Luo successfully acceded to the 
throne and became the Glorious Father of Ming. 

Although the fellow had only a short life and been in the throne for only a month, the East 
Wood men continued to ride on their success. A strenuous effort pushed his son to the throne 
and eventually they took control of the government. 

In positive terms, it signifies the triumph of justice over evil, the resolute tenacity, and fight 
to the end. 
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In negative terms, it was a gamble. They were lucky. They got the right opponents and 
fought a right fight. 


Regardless of positive or negative aspects, almost everyone thought it was Yang Lian’s 
desperate gamble and the new emperor's gratitude in the days following the death of the 
Glorious Father of Ming that enabled the East Wood Party to gain control of the government. 


That was an important reason but it could absolutely not be the only reason. 


In China’s history, usually the words of an emperor meant everything would be easy and 
possible. But Ming was very unusual. 


Ming emperors had never been able to convert words into actions. The daily lambastes, 
which prevented anything from getting done, from those sixth or seventh grade little censors 
and palace emissaries would annoy anyone to death, not to mention the bigshots like Zhang Ju 


Zheng, Liu Jin, and Wei Zhong Xian. 


For instance, when the Martial Father of Ming wanted to go out for some fresh air, troubles 
immediately came. Nearly a hundred men knelt, sobbed, and wailed at the door. They 
demonstrated and petitioned, which made even an afternoon siesta impossible. The life and 
death brouhaha eventually nixed the trip. 


In other words, even the lord emperor himself wasn’t able to get his own things done. If 
you asked him to help the East Wood Party to control the government it would be unrealistic. 
At most he could only chip in with some help. 


The real reason why the East Wood Party took control of the government was because they 
defeated all the other enemies in the government. Specifically, they were the Parties of Qis, 
Chus, and Zhes. 


It’s widely known that many members of the East Wood Party didn’t possess spirts of love. 
They often acted like rogues who thought anyone not among them was of different ideals. 
They dared to antagonize everyone. After decades of fighting, they accumulated more and 
more enemies, especially the three parties. When a predecessor retired, his successor followed 
on his heels. Generations after generations, they savored the fight. 


The grudge between the two sides was deep rooted. The Succession Fight, the Diabolic 
Letter, the Bludgeon Case, anything that offered an opportunity to attack their enemies would 
not be ignored. And it started from early years of Ten Thousand Seasons. It had a long history. 


In terms of strength, the East Wood Party had the momentum, number, and advantage. 
The three parties, under pressure, formed an alliance against the East Wood Party. Thus for 
years the pendulum swung between the two sides. Central reviews and the letter purloining 
resulted in deadly fights. But because the strengths of the two sides were not much different, 
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for years no one was able to finish the other. 

In the last year of Ten Thousand Seasons, a man came to the capital city. Soon after, by 
pure chance, he joined one of the sides. 

He joined the East Wood Party, which resulted in the death of the three parties. 

He was a veritable little guy. But it was the arrival of this little guy that broke the decades’ 
long stalemate. The man’s name was Wang Wen Yan. 

It’s normal if you don’t know this man. It’s not normal if you know this man. 

Even people who are well versed in the histories of Ming and Qing know only the name of 
him but are unclear about the secrets hidden behind the name. 

The man was just too obscure. 

In fact, in the research about the life of this fellow, I have suffered a lot. I have read many 


books and even specifically searched the indexes of history records. Yet I still failed to get a 


clear idea on his background. 


In almost all history records, the descriptions about this man are just scanty words. It must 


be a strange phenomenon. 


It’s highly unusual that there have been so few descriptions on a man who had certain 


notoriety in history. But in some aspect, it is also very normal. 


Those key individuals who decided success and failure often liked to remain behind the 


scene. 


Wang Wen Yan was from Anhui. He was neither a distinguished scholar, a recommended 
man, nor even an outstanding talent. He had never been in an exam and never been an official. 
He was just a common man. 

On this common man, historians have this appraisal: as a plebeian, he manipulated the 
world. 

Plebeian Wang’s childhood is not clear. Based on currently available records, he was 
probably a man very capable of milling himself among others. Although he never participated 
in government exams, he still managed to become a clerk in a county government. 

Actually in Ming, government employees were not all necessarily government officials. 
They were of two kinds: officials and clerks. 

Those who participated in government exams and admitted to the government were 
officials. Even the lowest level and the most poorly educated recommended men (such as Hai 
Rui) would at least get a job as the head of the county education department. 
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But the problem was that in Ming, there was only a limited number of official positions. By 
law, in a county government, there were only a few men, the county magistrate and aides to 
the county magistrate, who had official grades and were paid by the government. 


Those who weren’t graded but also paid by the government, such as education 
commissioners and guest house superintendents, were mostly recommended men and they 


numbered not many. 


In a county government, only the above men were considered government employees. In 
other words, they were paid by the government. 


But a county government wouldn’t function with only these men. The county magistrate 
had many things at his hands and no matter how capable he was, he wouldn’t be able to 
handle everything. He had to have runners, treacherous and cunning men, honest and 


working men, and tea servers. 
These who were hired to do the work were clerks. 


Clerks held no official titles and were not in the ranks of the government. They were not 
paid by the government. All of their incomes and work expenses were from the county. In 
other words, the national government wasn’t responsible for them. 


Despite these positions were not paid by the government and not official, they were still 
hot jobs. Every year countless number of zealous youths came to apply and one wouldn’t be 
able to get a job without connections. They also attracted many outstanding talents, for 


example, Comrade Sheriff Wu Song”* of Yangu, was an excellent example. 
That was because in the hands of clerks, there was one most important thing, power. 


Usually, a county magistrate was sent down from above and had neither roots nor base. 
But clerks were mostly local honchos and were familiar with the work. They had power and 
they were local. They were corrupt and were in the dark side. Except a few exceptional county 
magistrates like Hai Rui, who couldn’t be corrupted no matter what, no one was able to do 
anything against these out-of-rank employees. 


Wang Wen Yan was the most cunning, most socially adroit, and most outstanding example 
among the non-government employees. 

Wang Wen Yan’s career in the officialdom began from a prison. Back then, he was a prison 
guard. 


As an outstanding guard, by admonishing prisoners, accepting bribes, and receiving dark 
money, he faithfully carried out his duty. 


°° Wu Song is one of the heroes in the popular novel Tale of the Marshes. 
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Because he did a good job, under the unanimous recommendation of his superior (having 
accepted money) and colleagues (his cohorts), he got a job in the county government. At the 
new position, he would continue to develop his glorious career. 


It’s worth noting that although the man had been dealing with rascals and riffraff for a long 
time and had done many disgraceful things, he was good to others. He was often generous 
with his friends. He would help anyone who was an acquaintance of him, desperate, and came 
to him asking for help. His friends often came to him for meals. He had a reputation as the 


modern day Song Jiang”’. 


With growing reputation and spreading connections, Wang Wen Yan became more and 
more able to solve issues. Even the county magistrate, having matters that he wasn’t able to 
handle, had to come to him. His home was like Song Jiang’s home, which was frequented by 
guests. All sorts of men came. There were bandits like Chao Gai and desperados like Li Kui*. 
The salute upon entering the door was also similar. It was always “knee down and salute”. 
Once one was well fed and well inebriated, one would be willing to become an apostle, who 
went everywhere to spread Mr. Wang’s outstanding character. 

Thanks to the help of countless number of volunteers, Mr. Wang’s fame spread far and 


wide. Eventually it went beyond the county, to the province, and reached the entire country. 


But regardless of all that, he was still a little guy from a county government, until one day, 
his fame reached the ears of one man. 


The man was Yu Yu Li, who at the time was an associate minister of justice. 


Associate Minister Yu’s position was not high but he had lofty ideas. He built his 
connections by frequently visiting friends. Once he heard about Wang Wen Yan, he went to 
visit him. He specifically invited Mr. Wang, whose talent could be put into good use, to the 


capital as his spy for gathering information. 


Mr. Wang would not confine himself to just a county. Without hesitation, he agreed. He 
wanted to excel in the capital. 

But after several months, Wang Wen Yan discovered the tricks he used in his county 
wouldn’t get him anywhere in the capital. 

With neither a diploma nor connections and coming from the lowest rung, no one bothered 
to acknowledge him. He had to purchase to become a student at the Imperial College. He 
managed to even get into the Imperial Academy, thanks to an unknown connection. 


That did it. Mr. Wang immediately put into use his tricks he used before. He bribed above 


*7 Song Jiang is another hero in Tale of the Marshes, known for his generosity. 
*8 Both Chao Gai and Li Kui are heroes in Tale of the Marshes. 
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and below and was at ease with everyone. In just a few short months, he managed to acquaint 
himself with officials from high above to the six ministries and down low to poor students. 
Even those who didn’t become his acquaintances at least got to know him. 

In an instant, Wang Wen Yan became a popular figure in the capital city, from a popular 
man in a small county. 


But the popular guy was still a little guy. 


The key figures who really controlled the center of power of the country would not bother 
to know him. Both the gentlemen of East Wood and the riffraff of the three parties disdained 
the man from the outer world. 


But eventually he found a reliable friend and with his help, successfully entered the 
forbidden territory. 

The friend who didn’t mind his origin was Wang An. 

In terms of family origin, in the government perhaps only eunuchs’ were inferior to Wang 
Wen Yan's. When the two men communicated they had no psychological barriers. 


Wang An at the time was not a significant figure. Although he was Crown Prince Zhu 
Chang Luo’s personal eunuch, he got nothing worthy of note, thanks to the unfavorable status 
of the crown prince, whose father, the emperor, didn’t like him. Comrade Wang An’s career 
was not on a good track. No one socialized with him. 

But Wang Wen Yan, who helped him on all sorts of errands and offered money and things 
when needed, was an exception. Except women, everything had been given. 


Wang An was very fond of Wang Wen Yan. 

Of course, Mr. Wang Wen Yan was neither a humanitarian nor a philanthropist. He 
socialized with Wang An simply because he was making a bet. 

A year later, his bet paid off. 

In the night of July 21 of year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), when Yang 


Lian found Wang An and informed him the imminent departure of the old man, there was a 


third man present, Wang Wen Yan. 


Yang Lian said, the emperor is dying, the crown prince should immediately go to the 


palace to accede to the throne, lest things may change. 


Wang An said, the situation is still not clear, and if the crown prince enters the palace 


without the emperor’s order, there can be consequences. 


Yang Lian said, the emperor is already in a coma and will not wake up again, time is of the 
essence, and we can’t wait! 
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Wang An said, this is a grave matter and we should wait. 


In the stalemate, utilizing his decades of experience in the officialdom, Wang Wen Yan 


provided an opinion. 


He said to Wang An: Censor Yang is right. We can’t wait anymore. We must go to the 
palace now. 


Wang An had always trusted Wang Wen Yan and he agreed. He took Zhu Chang Luo, who 
successfully acceded to the throne, to the palace without the emperor’s permission. 


This incident not only enhanced Wang An’s trust on Wang Wen Yan, it also let the East 
Wood men recognize clearly the strength of the out-of-rank clerk and hustler. 


After Yang Lian, several leaders of the East Wood Party, including Grand Academician Liu 
Yi Jing, Han Kuang, Minister Zhou Jia Mo, and Censor Zuo Guang Dou, became acquainted 
with Wang Wen Yan. 


Wang Wen Yan deepened his relationship with the East Wood Party and then eventually 
became a member of the party. Even a blind man would be able to see the party was on the 


rise, given the new emperor was about to accede. 


But not until he got himself into the center of the politics, did he discover the situation was 


far from as optimistic as he imagined. 


The Glorious Father of Ming was already dead. Although the new emperor was also 
pushed up by the East Wood Party, the three parties were still strong. The Party of Zhes 
headed by Fang Cong Zhe, the Party of Qis headed by palace emissary Qi Shi Jiao of Shandong, 
and the Party of Chus headed by Guan Ying Zhen and Wu Liang Si of Huguang were each a 
tough nut to crack. 


The core of the three parties was the Party of Zhes. The founder of the party was Shen Yi 
Guan, the former first secretary, who had always been good at partisan affairs. Fang Cong Zhe, 
the successor and the current first secretary, continued the spirit further. After several decades, 
the Party of Zhes was everywhere inside and outside of the government. 


The Party of Qis and the Party of Chus were no simple matters either. The founders and 
members of the two parties were mostly censors, who were either palace emissaries or censors. 
They didn’t seem to have high ranks but they were energetic. They were much like today’s 
media. They would write and censure and make the most out of the smallest matters. 


The three parties cooperated and coordinated. They were formidable. Although the East 
Wood Party had the emperor on their side, after several rounds of open and behind the scenes 


struggle, there was no clear winner. 
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At the critical moment, Wang Wen Yan appeared on the stage. 


After a careful analysis of the situation, Wang Wen Yan decided that based on the current 
strength of the East Wood Party, even a fight to death would result in only death. There was 
no good outcome. 


The most critical issue was the lords of the East Wood Party were all distinguished scholars. 
Every one of them was snobbish. Once they were in the government, they scorned others and 
disdained each other. If they look down on you, they don’t hold back, and they can’t help to 
want to smash you on the head with a brick. 


Wang Wen Yan thought that was wrong. To adapt to the new situation they had to change. 


Because Mr. Wang had worked on the ground before and started from serving tea and 
licking boots, he was able to keep a low profile and had extraordinary endurance. In his mind, 
there were neither permanent enemies nor permanent friends. If one knew how to deal with 
people, friends and enemies were interchangeable. 


With such a belief in his mind, he made a plan and began to look for a good candidate. 
Pretty soon he found the person, Mei Zhi Huan. 


Mei Zhi Huan, courtesy named Bin Fu, was a distinguished scholar of year thirty two of 
Ten Thousand Seasons. He was named a plebeian meritorious and then later became a palace 
emissary of Ministry of Personnel. 


The man was from a well-known family and both well trained academically and militarily. 
When he was a teenager, during a military review, in confusion, he rode on a horse and 
entered the review without letting anyone know. Then in the confusion, he wanted to leave. 


The review commander would not allow him to leave unless he demonstrated some of his 
skills. 


Mei Zhi Huan didn’t utter another word. He grabbed a bow and began to shoot. He got 
nine of nine shots on the target. Once he finished shooting, he made a cool pose and then left. 


Besides the above forte, the man also had a sense of justice. When the East Yard persecuted 
people, he criticized the East Yard. When Shen Yi Guan practiced partisanship, he criticized 


Shen Yi Guan. He was a rather strong figure. 


But Wang Wen Yan socialized with the fellow not because he was good at shooting arrows 


or he was honest but because of his birth. 
Mei Zhi Huan was from Huguang. More specifically, he was from Macheng of Huguang. 


In Ming official circle, the most important relationships were teacher-student and 


birthplace. Out of the same place and coming to the capital to earn a living, one’s 
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townsmanship meant fellowship with others. Ever since he came to the government, most of 
the men Mei Zhi Huan knew were members of the Party of Chus. 


But the man was an East Wood man. 


Having a solid background as an East Wood man and also a close relationship with the 
Party of Chus, the man was exactly the kind needed by the plan. 


Wang Wen Yan thought confronting enemy head-on was wrong. Before throwing out a 
brick he ought to let himself get tripped first. 


The three parties would be tough to deal with. But as long as he could find an opening and 
change the three parties to two parties, it would become much easier. 


After a careful analysis of pros and cons, he chose the Party of Chus. 

Not long ago, this happened. 

Although Lord Zhang Ju Zheng had been dead for years, he was still remembered. 
Someone proposed to dig the lord out and give him a new nuggie. 


Making of the proposal was sufficient evidence that in the Court there were a large bunch 
of bored psychopathic sons of bitches. So there should have been no responses. But 
unfortunately, the man who made the proposal was a member of the Party of Zhes. 


That created a scene. When many East Wood men heard about it, they joined the war of 
words. In support of Zhang Ju Zheng, they castigated the three parties. 


To be fair, back then when people were against Zhang Ju Zheng, the East Wood Party was 
no less involved. They now came to promote the dead justice simply for the purpose of being 
in opposition. It was not important what was being proposed, as long as it was proposed by 
the three parties, it would be wrong. All was about men, not matters. We don’t need to think 
too much of it. 


Mei Zhi Huan also came to insert his words in this and he was not modest: 


“Tf Jiangling (Zhang Ju Zheng) was still alive, would you shameless base men dare to do 
this?” 

As soon as he finished his words, someone followed up with a memorial expressing 
support. But surprisingly to everyone, the man who supported him was a not an East Wood 
man but Guan Ying Zhen. 


Guan Ying Zhen was the head of the Party of Chus. He supported Mei Zhi Huan because 
he was Mei Zhi Huan’s townsman and they also had a good relationship. There was one more 
important reason: the dead Mr. Zhang Ju Zheng was a native of Huguang. 


That incident made Wang Wen Yan realize that the so-called three parties was not a solid 
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iron plate. As long as he got his hands on them, he would be able to completely destroy them. 


Then he began his underhand work by going to Mei Zhi Huan and wooing Guan Ying 
Zhen. 


What was his underhand work? I really want to know. But unfortunately there is no record 
in history documents. I don’t know and I have to be brief. Anyway, the result was the three 


parties were destroyed. 


I have described the later events. Fang Cong Zhe was forced to retire and the East Wood 
Party took complete control of the government. Yang Lian was promoted to left deputy censor 
general, Zhao Nan Xing was made the minister of personnel, Gao Pan Long was made the 


chief of Palace Kitchen, Zou Yuan Biao was made the left censor general, etc. 


I want you to review again in order to tell you that behind these successful men, there was 


a quiet man. 
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That is all the secrets behind the success of the East Wood Party. Obviously it doesn’t fit its 
usually positive and glorious image. It’s understandable if the image is somewhat obscured. 

That was the end of the road of the East Wood Party’s success. Class, now let’s go to the 
next lesson: the East Wood Party’s road to defeat. 

In my opinion, the East Wood Party failed because it was snobbish, arrogant, and 
aggressive. It was a problem for not just one person but the whole group of persons. 

If an example of failure has to be found among the people, then that man must neither be 
Yang Lian nor Zuo Guang Dou, but Zhao Nan Xing. 

Although the former two were well known, in terms of seniority and rank in the party, 
they were no match against Mr. Zhao. 

We have already described Mr. Zhao Nan Xing’s experience previously. Ever since the time 
of Gu Xian Cheng, the founder of the East Wood Party, he had been a leader of the party. 
Initially he worked on human resources. Then he stayed at home for over twenty years. He 
was old but he didn’t feel so. Then he returned and continued working on human resources. 

For a long time, the top (or spiritual) leaders of the East Wood Party were three men. They 
were Gu Xian Cheng, Zou Yuan Biao, and Zhao Nan Xing. 

Gu Xian Cheng was dead. In year two of Devine Beginning, Zou Yuan Biao retired. Now 
Zhao Nan Xing was the only one remained. 

Not only did Mr. Zhao occupy the supreme position in the party and in the government, he 
also occupied the hottest job, minister of personnel. In one hand he had the party in his grip 
and in another hand he had the power over personnel. In other words, Zhao Nan Xing had the 
real control on the government. 


But this man was the source of the failure. 


Year three of Devine Beginning (AD 1623) was a special year because it was a year for 
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central review. 


The so-called year of central review was really a year of tumult. It took place once every six 
years. Superiors conducted reviews of officials at all levels. Grievances would be addressed 
and grudges would be settled. The central review in the years of Ten Thousand Seasons had 
all been done with zeal and enthusiasm and this year was no exception. 


By law, the one who oversaw the tumult was the minister of personnel, in other words, 
Zhao Nan Xing. 


Zhao Nan Xing was a dutiful man. After careful reviews, he came up with the first list, a 
list of those who would be kicked out of the government. It included four men: Qi Shi Jiao, 


Guan Ying Zhen, Wu Liang Si, and Zhao Xing Bang. 


If your memory works well, then you should recall the positions the suckers held. Qi Shi 
Jiao was the head of the Party of Qis. Zhao Xing Bang was a core member of the Party of Zhes. 
Guan Ying Zhen and Wu Liang Si were the leaders of the Party of Chus. 


By now the situation was basically like this. The East Wood Party had the power. The three 
parties had become loose sand and castoff. 


Obviously, despite these fellows were already down and out, Mr. Zhao wasn’t about to 
stop. He was determined to hit the outcasts hard. 


It was an action that was way out of the line. Not only did he push them off their political 
positions, he also wanted to take away their rice bowls. It was just not very nice. 


What was even meaner was that just not long ago, the Party of Chus was an ally of the East 
Wood Party and helped them to seize power. But even before Lord Guan Ying Zhen got his 
butt warm, he had been ousted. 


That meant the firm alliance built by the strenuous work by Mr. Wang Wen Yan through 
cajoling and cheating had completely collapsed. 


While pushing them out, Lord Zhao also ensured that a resounding title was given to the 
four jobless men, known as the Four Evils. He also specifically wrote a treatise On the Four 


Evils as a commemoration. 


Ousted with the four were a few others, who shared the same identity: members of the 


three parties and outcasts. 


If this place is not for me, there must be another place. If Lord Zhao isn’t going to allow me 


to earn my living here, I have no choice but to find another place to feed myself. 


At this moment, a man brought himself before them. He sympathetically said to them: in 


this world, Zhao Nan Xing is not the only restaurant owner. 
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According to history records, the man was soft spoken and kind looking. He was an 


amiable fat old man. 


Now, let us do a grand introduction. The utmost specimen among all Ming eunuchs, the 
ultimate product of the eunuch system, a latecomer who would shame his predecessors like 
Liu Jin and Wang Zhen, an outstanding bad guy who was only a thousand years shy of ten 
thousand years, a combination of scoundrel, hooligan, and ruffian, he was Wei Zhong Xian. 


Wei Zhong Xian was from Suning of North Zhili (now Hebei Province). He initially used 
the name Wei Jin Zhong and later became Li Jin Zhong. 


In history, there have been two versions on Eunuch Wei’s family origin. One version says 


his parents were poor peasants. Another version says his parents were street performers. 


The versions are different but the result is the same, both peasants and street performers 


were poor people. 


Because his family was poor, there was no money for him to get schooled. Without 
schooling, he naturally was illiterate and wouldn’t be able to take exams, get a government job, 
and become rich. As a child he didn’t go to school and his parents didn’t care for him. So he 
ended up roaming streets. 


Youth Wei Zhong Xian became an unschooled child, an illiterate, and a jobless vagabond. 


But the down and out circumstance didn’t affect Wei Zhong Xian’s mood at all, for he 


never thought he was miserable. 


The happy life of a riffraff 


Years ago I had done some study on sociology. In it I discovered this principle: scums of 
society (riffraff) never think themselves inferior to others. 


Although in the eyes of others, they were the genuine human scums, reprobates, and 
miscreants of birth control, in their own eyes, having become a riffraff is a glorious and proud 


achievement. 


They don’t think they are wasting away their lives. To these people, brawling, fighting, and 
making trouble are the components of a beautiful life. Snatching away a lollipop from a child 
and completing a construction project are all ways to realize one’s potential and there is no 
difference between the two. 


Only a man who has done a bad deed completely without compunction and yet feels 
glorious and proud can be an unquestionably genuine bad guy, an impeccable bad guy, and a 
bad guy who is worse than the worst. 
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Wei Zhong Xian was a bad guy of this ilk. 


According to history records, Wei Zhong Xian was a youth with a sunny personality. 
Although he had no money to go to school, couldn’t receive education, and had no job, he 
never lamented, rather he was always optimistic. 


In a situation where he had neither money nor prospect, Wei Zhong Xian didn’t wait and 
look for others for support. He resolutely entered society. He played hard thoroughly and 
formed his own personality in real life. 

Although he was illiterate, he was very eloquent. Having received no education, he was a 
self-learner. A truly rare quality of his was that despite he was penniless; he acted like he was 
a millionaire. He obviously had no money even to feed himself, yet he was bold enough to 
gamble. He lost and had no money to pay the gambling debt and was beaten so bad that he 
couldn’t even care for himself. Yet he had no regret. He would do it again. 

It would have been the apogee for someone being able to mess his life to such a degree. 


But Riffraff Wei Zhong Xian had a family, at least he had one once. 


When he was a teenager, his family found him a wife. Later he had a daughter and the 
family life wasn’t bad. 

But for his happy riffraff life, Wei Zhong Xian abandoned his family without scruple. 
Before he became a eunuch, he roamed everywhere searching for lust. Every brothel, big or 


small, had been visited by him. The little money his family had was all exhausted by him. 


Wei Zhong Xian, pursued by creditors, finally came to his senses. After a careful soul 
searching, he discovered he was actually not penniless, he actually had a daughter. 


In order to pay his gambling debt, with resolute determination and courage and without 
hesitation, he sold his daughter. 


One who did such a thing could not have been a human being. Wei Zhong Xian’s wife 
couldn’t put up with him anymore. She left home and remarried. We have to say it was a right 
decision, for it was very possible that the next one to be sold was going to be her, given the 


circumstance. 


He once had a family but now he no longer had anymore. Wei Zhong Xian, who found 


himself having nothing to sell, was once again in a desperate situation. 


The debt laden Wei Zhong Xian again had an epiphany. After another reflection, he again 
discovered he had not been destitute of everything. In fact he had one more extra thing. 


If he got rid of that thing, he would be able to find a decent job as a eunuch. 
That was actually not an idea that solely belonged to Wei Zhong Xian but actually a 
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common knowledge among many of the locals. 


The Hejian Prefecture of North Zhili, where Wei Zhong Xian lived, had always been the 
main producer of eunuchs. Because it was close to the capital city and had always been poor, it 
had always been the main provider of eunuchs for the imperial palace. It had become a 
permanent industry and was one of the main sources of revenue for the locale. 


Living as riffraff was no longer sustainable. Once a man’s life had failed to such a degree he 
had to be all in. 


After a short but intense struggle with his thought, Wei Zhong Xian had a great expectation 
for himself being a eunuch. But not until he summoned up all of his courage and energy to 
move forward on the road of becoming a eunuch, was he surprised to find that actually it was 
a really tough endeavor for someone trying to become a eunuch. 


For a long time, it has been the perception by many that becoming a eunuch was really the 


last resort when one had run out of all options. 


Now I'm going to tell you in all seriousness this is a wrong thinking. Being a eunuch was a 
job and it was a very hot job. But it was very hard for someone to become a eunuch. 


Actually, the existence of the job was due to a very simple reason, that in the palace there 


were only women. 


Having too many wives and too busy on them, an emperor, in order to ensure that he 
would not be cuckolded (which was a real possibility), he prevented men from living in the 
palace. But he had a problem, the palace was too big. Nearly a thousand people ate and slept 
there. Jobs that required physical strength had to be done by someone. Women couldn’t do 
them and men were forbidden to stay. He had to use people who were neither men nor 


women. 


In other words, eunuchs were labors who worked in the city. The only difference was their 
workplace was the palace. 


If they were labors, they were subject to quotas. Eunuchs were also subject to replacement 
cycles. Only after an old eunuch died could a new eunuch be recruited. In other words, every 
year the ratio of admittance for eunuchs was very low. 


How low? I have done some study. It was about ten to fifteen percent and it was hard to 
predict which year there would be openings. If this year had no vacancy, then there would be 
no hiring. 

To those many ambitious and qualified youth who set their goals on becoming eunuchs, it 
was a cruel reality. It meant among one hundred men who qualified (castrated), only ten or 
fifteen of them would become proud eunuchs. 
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In fact in mid Ming, there were nearly a thousand qualified (having been castrated) men in 
the capital city waiting (as candidates) but could not be admitted to the palace. 


We have to understand that if one had gone under the knife and couldn’t become a eunuch, 
one’s life was ruined. Although eunuchs were envied, really what was good about being a 
eunuch was just the pay not the person. People scorned the men who had been “cut”. 


Many eunuch candidates who failed to get into the palace could go neither into the palace 
nor back to home. They had to loiter in the capital city. Over time, there were more and more 
such people, which greatly impacted the capital’s public safety. The Ming government created 


a law: one was prohibited from self-castration without permission. 
I have always believed that everything in this world is possible. 


Besides the job and earning one a living, there was another important reason that made 


being eunuch was such a hot job, power. 


Fairly speaking, Ming was a fair dynasty. Any ordinary individual, even if he was born 
into a family that had been poor peasants for generations and had only one pair of pants for 
the whole household, as long as he was schooled, he would be able to get a government 
position, enter the Court, and eventually control the lives of countless number of people. 


The only problem with that was, although it was a road open to everyone, it was not an 
easy travel. 


Once Wei Zhong Xian was in power, he tried hard to disguise his previous history and 
especially, he would say nothing about how he had become a eunuch and how he managed to 
get into the palace, a confusion that no one could make sense of. 


But doing that was tantamount to calling one’s own son son-of-a-bitch. The result could 
only be self-humiliation. 


His quondam cohort and later enemy Eunuch Liu Ruo Yu told us, Eunuch Wei didn’t want 
to reveal his history of advance because he violated the normal procedure for someone to 
become a eunuch. He castrated himself. 


I have always maintained the belief that East Undefeatable” had been the greatest, most 
outstanding, and the most likely man who castrated himself. 
I hold this belief not because he castrated himself not for the purpose of earning a living 


and getting himself a job, but for the purpose of advancing Chinese martial arts. 


The true reason is found only after I have studied and researched the entire process of 
castration, was I sincerely impressed. Self-castration required not only courage, it perhaps also 


* East Undefeatable is a fictional martial arts master in a popular Chinese martial arts novel. 
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required real skills. 


Many don’t know that castration was actually a skilled job. You only have to think a little 
about it. To cut off something, which is also a vital organ, from a man’s body had to be done 
very carefully, otherwise it could be fatal. 


For years it had been a family business passed down from generation to generation for 
those who were in this profession which specialized in cutting men. Among those who 
achieved high skills, they were allowed to contract with the government and _ receive 


government certification. 


Usually those professionals at this level were not only highly skilled and performed it so 
quick like a skilled surgeon, they also offered additional services like wound care and 
sterilization. It was service oriented. 

Thus, it’s all nonsense to say East Undefeatable, being a complete novice and without 
decades of self-meditation, was able to carry out the complicated surgery and without any 
symptom of sequelae (at least not visible to me). 

Wei Zhong Xian was not a martial arts master (except in movies and television), if he 
decided to fix himself, it was simply too hard to do. He had to find a professional agency 
mentioned above to help him. 

But not after he asked, did he find out that they offered good service but also with stiff 
prices. A cut required four or five ounces of silver. By my estimation, it’s about three or four 
thousand Renminbi. 

That made it difficult for Eunuch Wei. If I had that kind of money in my pocket, I’d have 


used it to gamble to earn back my money and to hell I’d come to here. 
The problem is not whether to cut or not. The problem is that I don’t have money. 


But with reality in front of him, he had to find a job. Eunuch Wei made the decision. He 


would do it himself and there would be no worry in the future. 


As expected, an amateur was no match against a professional. After the surgery, serious 
sequelae developed. There was continuous bleeding. Fortunately some passerby came over to 
help him stop the bleeding. 


Having completed self-castration, Wei Zhong Xian went to apply. But once he got to the 
office and learned about the requirements, he almost fainted. 


This was what happened. The palace had an age requirement in recruiting, because young 
kids were easier to train and easier to teach. But when Comrade Wei Zhong Xian counted with 
fingers, in this year, he was a man nearly at a tender age of twenty. 
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That was a fatal blow. Age was a hard requirement. Those who would be entering the 
palace together with him were children of young ages. Which eunuch would want to mentor a 
sinewy guy? It would be simply waste of food. 


Wei Zhong Xian was furious. But being furious wouldn’t help much. The requirement was 
public information. You didn’t go to find out earlier, you can blame no one. 


But there he was. He had done the cutting and wouldn’t be able to restore himself. Trying 
to go back to live as riffraff was out of the question. He had to know although riffraff led 
rough lives, they disdained shemales. 


He couldn’t enter the palace and he couldn’t go back to home. Eunuch Wei then began his 
life as a vagabond. He didn’t tell details and I have no way to be sympathetic to him. But it 
was said his life was tough. Later he had to live as a beggar. Occasionally he worked on odd 
jobs. 


In year sixteen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1588), the impoverished Wei Zhong Xian 
came to the house of a family. Here he found a job as a servant. 


His fortune changed. 


Usually an ordinary one would not hire a castrated man as servant. Wei Zhong Xian 
succeeded and got hired because the master of the family was also a eunuch. 


The man’s name was Sun Xian. He was a eunuch. Specifically, he was a eunuch leader. His 
position was the pen keeping eunuch of the Inspectorate of Rites. 


The job was responsible for helping the emperor to review memorials. We've described it 
many times before, there is no need to say more here. 


Wei Zhong Xian valued the job very much. He worked day and night, rose early and 
retired late. Finally, one day, Sun Xian talked to him. Seeing he had been earnest, Sun Xian 
was willing to recommend him to the palace. 


In year seventeen of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1589), after numerous setbacks, Wei 
Zhong Xian finally got his dream realized. He entered the palace and became a eunuch. 


Sorry, a correction, he was not a eunuch, he was a fire attendant. 


Actually, all the newly castrated men, including Wei Zhong Xian, upon entering the palace 
were just castrated servant and not a eunuch. Some people lived their entire lives not as 
eunuchs. 


It was very tough to become a eunuch. 


In the palace, those who held the title of master eunuch were the highest ranked leaders of 


castrated servants. Under the master eunuch were deputy eunuchs. Under each deputy 
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eunuch were eunuch managers. Under each eunuch manager there were private aides and 
duty servants. 


Below duty servants were fire attendants. 


Then what were the main job responsibilities of a fire attendant? It basically included the 
following: sweeping floor, getting water, washing chamber pots, and keeping doors. 


Obviously it was not a job with great prospects. Not only that, when he entered the palace, 
he was already twenty one. For a long time, Wei Zhong Xian was ignored. 


In an instant, years passed and Wei Zhong Xian had achieved nothing. He held neither 
titles nor positions. Because he was older than most of the eunuchs who entered the palace 
together with him and he was often commanded by others, people called him “Wei the Fool”. 


But all those were just a facade. 


Per studies (my studies), those fools who pretend to be the smartest usually cannot be 
recognized when they socialize with others. 


But those smart people who pretend to be the most idiotic are always not recognized when 
they socialize with others. 


Wei Zhong Xian was an outstanding example of the latter kind. 


When many people commented on Wei Zhong Xian, they always say, with tears in their 
eyes, how can the great dynasty of Ming founded by the Grandfather be ruined by an illiterate 
and fool. 


Those who held that view were real fools. 


Those who worked in the Ming government and were in the inner circle of power were 
basically all individuals of high intellect. They had been rising and falling in the officialdom 
for years. When a new comer came, a few glances would reveal much about the man to them. 
Before their eyes, to try to play tricks was equivalent to be humiliated. 


In their eyes, Wei Zhong Xian was an epitome of honesty. He was older. He appeared 
foolish. He maintained a jovial appearance every day. He looked honest and kind. He would 
do whatever people asked him to do. He didn’t mind when he was bullied and taken 
advantage of. Since Ming to today, many thought the man was a fool and it was pure luck that 
allowed him to become what he was later. 


That is sufficient to prove that Eunuch Wei’s power was truly boundless. Having 
humbugged numerous old foxes, he continues to humbug modern masses. 


In my view, although Wei Zhong Xian was illiterate, he was an illiterate with talent. His 


talent was in disguise. 
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When ordinary people cheat, they know they are cheating. But according to history records, 
when Eunuch Wei cheated, he wasn’t aware he was cheating. His cheating was done with the 
utmost earnest. 


In the years in the palace, he utilized his talent and fooled many slyboots. In addition, he 
befriended many. One of them was Wei Chao. 


Wei Chao was also a eunuch and he thought highly of Wei Zhong Xian and also found a 
job for him. The job was chief of food service. 


The chief of food service was responsible for the meals of the inner palace. It sounded like 
it wasn’t a good job anyway. Besides being able to mess with food and drink, it didn’t seem to 


be lucrative. 


Managing food service was of not much significance. But the key was whose food the 


service was provided. 


The customer of Eunuch Wei’s service was no other than the Gifted Woman Wang. 
Although Gifted Woman Wang’s title wasn’t that impressive, his son’s name, Zhu You Jiao, 


was impressive. 
It was in there that Wei Zhong Xian for the first time met the Zhu Chang Luo father and 


son, the two key figures who decided his fortune. 


Although he had the chance to meet important figures, Wei Zhong Xian’s fortune had no 
change at all. Because Gifted Woman Wang had many eunuchs around her and he was just 
one of the very ordinary ones. He didn’t even have the chance to talk to his master. 


Now Zhu Chang Luo was just a prince and his position was a precarious one. At any 
moment, he could be deposed. His wife Gifted Woman Wang also wasn’t in a good situation. 
She was also often bullied by another wife, Select Maid Li. 


Because of that, Wei Zhong Xian also didn’t fare well. By year forty seven of Ten Thousand 
Seasons (AD 1619), at the twenty year anniversary of Wei Zhong Xian’s start at the palace, he 
had reached the nadir of his career. Gifted Woman Wang died, he lost his job. 


Wei Zhong Xian, having lost his job, could find no other means. He had to return to the 


palace and became a warehouse attendant. 


But those who had been chosen by Fate surely wouldn’t be missed. After a series of 
intricate personnel changes and some unintended errors, Wei Zhong Xian somehow got a new 
identity and he became Select Maid Li’s eunuch. 


It was under this woman Wei Zhong Xian for the first time revealed his hideous face. 


The old eunuch who had been in the palace for thirty years and was over fifty suddenly 
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had a burst of youthful energy. He didn’t wait and didn’t seek support. He made the move to 
get close to Select Maid Li. He kissed her ass and licked her boots. Having used all sorts of 
flatteries, eventually he became Select Maid Li’s confidant. 


In his mind, the future master of the empire (Zhu You Jiao) and the woman who was 
equally as smart, selfish, and shameless as him, would be able to do much in the future. 


In year forty eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), Wei Zhong Xian’s opportunity 


came. 


In July of this year, the Saintly Father of Ming died and the Glorious Father of Ming 
acceded to the throne. Select Maid Li became a candidate empress and Zhu You Jiao also 
became a candidate emperor. 

But the good time didn’t last. In just a month, the Glorious Father died and Select Maid Li 
became a widow. 

Just when Widow Li was wondering what to do, Wei Zhong Xian stepped forward to 
enlighten Widow Li. He told her. You don’t need to be hopeless because an even bigger 
opportunity is right here before you. As long as you keep a tight grip on the young Zhu You 
Jiao and become a behind the scenes manipulator, what you will get will be not only the title of 
empress or even empress dowager, but the entire dynasty. 

It was a very good idea. But it was not unique. The civilian slyboots in the government also 
understood this point. 

Thanks to the East Wood Party’s strenuous struggle, Zhu You Jiao was taken back. Select 
Maid Li was finished for good. Despite Wei Zhong Xian’s moves and quick reactions, 
eventually he couldn’t escape from the fate from becoming jobless. 

It was in this struggle that Wei Zhong Xian got to know his nemesis, Yang Lian. 

Yang Lian was a man who would get Wei Zhong Xian’s hair stand on ends. 

The two men met for the first time on their way to snatch Zhu You Jiao, who was snatched 
by Yang Lian. Wei Zhong Xian tried to snatch back but was rebuked, which made him shiver 
for quite a while. 

In their second encounter, he was ordered to threaten Yang Lian but instead was 
threatened by Yang Lian. Lord Yang also told him, if you dare to continue to resist, you'll be 
also finished together. 

Wei Zhong Xian was sensible enough to walk right away. From then on, he would never 
dare to confront the man again. 


In summary, in Wei Zhong Xian’s eyes, Yang Lian was a man who wanted neither money 
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nor women, was not afraid of being involved in matters, was almost flawless, and was 
particularly active. To thwart such a man, Select Maid Li was not portentous enough. He had 


to find a new master. 


But unfortunately, in the palace, only the East Wood Party was more vicious than Select 
Maid Li. Even if Eunuch Wei wanted to join them, they wouldn’t have accepted him. 


It seemed he was near the end. After all, Eunuch Wei was already over fifty. If you told 
him, don’t be discouraged, but start anew, he would perhaps have knocked the hell out of you. 


But the person who salvaged him eventually emerged. 


Many people knew Emperor Devine Beginning was very fond of the East Wood Party. He 
was also generous. In just one month after his succession, he promoted many people. He gave 
positions and houses to whoever asked for them. 


But many didn’t know the first person he titled was not an East Wood man. On the tenth 
day after his succession, he titled a woman, whose nickname was “Lady Servant of the 


Emperor”. 


The woman’s surname was Ke and her former name was Ke Yin Yue. In history, she was 
referred to as “Wife Ke”. 


Ke is a very rare surname. Perhaps in your life time you won’t be able to meet someone 
named Ke. Miss Ke was particularly special. She was perhaps an extremely rare thing that 
could be found only once every five hundred years. 


Before entering the palace, Ke Yin Yue had been the wife of a peasant Hou Er of Baoding 
Prefecture in North Zhili. She was an extraordinarily ravishing minx. She was also precocious. 
No one knew at what age she got married, but by age eighteen, she already had a son. 


Her life thus changed completely. In the same year, Gifted Woman Wang gave birth to Zhu 
You Jiao. 

Per tradition, a suitable wet nurse had to be selected to nurse Zhu You Jiao. After layers of 
selection, Ke Yin Yue triumphed over other competitors and successfully got into the palace. 

Initially, she worked very hard. She responded right away when being called. Two years 
later, her husband died. But Ke Yin Yue was a real professional. She kept on working 
diligently. She did really well in the palace. 

But pretty soon, people in the palace discovered she was a problematic woman. 

People reported that Ke Yin Yue often was absent from her work and went out of the 


palace. Her movement was suspicious. She frequented all sorts of entertainment venues. Later 
investigation revealed she had a questionable personal life. She often found excuses to go out 
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on trysts. 


As an imperial wet nurse, such behaviors evoked clear conclusions and _ serious 
consequences. But there would be no punishment. People talked but no one reported to 
authorities. 


That’s because the seemingly ordinary wet nurse was actually not ordinary at all. 


Usually the job of a wet nurse was a temporary one. When the child grew up, she had to 
leave and go back to do whatever she was doing before. But Miss Ke was an exception. When 
Zhu You Jiao weaned she didn’t leave. When Zhu You Jiao grew up, she also didn’t leave. 
When Zhu You Jiao was sixteen and became the emperor, she still didn’t leave. 


Ming laws said when a prince reached six, his wet nurse must leave the palace. But Ke Yin 
Yue stayed instead. She managed to loiter around for over ten years and no one asked, because 


the emperor didn’t let her leave. 


Not only was she prohibited from leaving, she was also given the title Servant Lady of the 
Emperor. The lady had her pomp and presumption. She was allowed to ride palanquins and 
had designated persons to receive her. It must be known that even Cabinet Grand 
Academician Liu Yi Jing, a second grade official, who was already over sixty and had been in 
the government for his entire life, had to walk to the palace. 


Not only that, on holidays, the emperor would personally go to greet her and invite her to 
dine. In summer, tents would be built to provide shade for her and ice delivered to her. In 
winter, charcoal burning holes were dug to keep her warm. She had a house in the palace and 
also had a house outside of the palace. It was also located at one of the best areas, on today’s 
Justice Road in Beijing. It took only ten minutes to walk to the Gate of Heavenly Peace and had 
a great potential for appreciation in value. 


She had hundreds of servants. She also had the freedom to enter and leave the palace any 
time she wanted. She was allowed to stay wherever and however she wanted. 


The so-called Miss Ke was nothing but a wet nurse. It was really not right that she had 
become so powerful and arrogant. 


A year later, the wet nurse did something that was even more outrageous. 


In year two of Divine Beginning (AD 1622), Zhu You Jiao, the Accomplished and Peaceful 
Father of Ming got married. He was the emperor and it was normal for him to get a wife, and 
no one said anything. 


But Aunt Ke (she was thirty five) was not happy. Suddenly she opened her mouth and said 
a few words that didn’t make much sense. In the words of the history book A Brief Chronicle of 
Northern Seasons of Ming, it is “Wife Ke was not pleased.” 


286 


Book of Zhu You Jiao 


The emperor got married and yet his wet nurse was not pleased. That had to be a very 
inexplicable behavior. But more inexplicable was not only Comrade Zhu You Jiao “was not 
pleased”, he even personally went to his wet nurse’s home and said many soothing words. He 
also avowed, from now on, all of my embracing will be handled by you; I’ll spend night with a 


concubine of your choosing whenever and wherever and I'll absolutely obey you. 


That had to be too much. Many expressed their discontent. They said, you are just a 
governess, but you installed yourself in the palace and you dare to interfere with the life in the 
inner palace. Some bold officials wrote and demanded the removal of Wife Ke from the palace. 


This thing, as the public saw it, was really not decent. Under pressure, the lord emperor 
had to consent. 


But on the same day Wife Ke was out of the palace, as soon as she left, the emperor 
immediately issued an order to the Cabinet. He said these words: Out she is of the palace, not 
taken is my dinner thou now is evening. So heart wrenching in thinking from morning to 


evening. Have her come to the palace for comfort. Outer court is not to annoy or be excited. 


What these words are saying is this. Ever since Wife Ke is sent out of the palace today, I 
have not eaten my lunch. For the entire day I have been thinking about her and it’s been 
painful. Let her come back to me and comfort me. You officials, please don’t annoy me 
anymore! 


Even a fool knew between these two there had to be some kind of special relationship. 


On this, Comrade Liu Ruo Yu, who devoted latter part of his life in exposing and 
excoriating Wei Zhong Xian and energetically digging dirt in his character flaw, said these 
words in his work: 


Out and in in haste, most people are awed, words travel roads, rumors vary, yet there still 
can be things his subordinates would fain not say. 


What he said is. She has been in and out all the time. Many are surprised. There are also 
many rumors and officials, as subordinates, are not going to be so cruel to mention them. 


These words are not said lightly. 
It’s nonsense that officials didn’t want to mention. The truth is they didn’t dare to. 


Zhu You Jiao’s mother, Gifted Woman Wang, died early. His father had been a crown 
prince for decades and wasn’t even sure about his own life. He couldn’t even take care of the 
matters for his own generation, how could he have time to care for the next generation? 
Essentially Zhu You Jiao had been raised by Wife Ke. 


For years they lived together. In addition, Wife Ke was “ravishingly coquettish and 
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lascivious”. If there were some questionable circumstances and behavior, it seemed to be 
understandable. 


In terms of age, Wife Ke was older than Zhu You Jiao by eighteen years. Usually it should 
not have invoked speculations. But there had been precedence among Ming emperors in this 
regard. For example, in the years of Accomplished and Reformed, Comrade Jurisprudential 
Father’s governess Concubine Wan was older than him by nineteen years. But still, eventually 
they moved into one room openly and put themselves under one comforter. In terms of age 
difference, Wife Ke was also not as skillful as her predecessor and wasn’t able to break 
Governess Wan’s record. In this sense, it’s really not unusual there were some salacious 


rumors. 


Of course, no one knew if there had been hanky-panky between the two. What was even 
known would not have been recorded. But what can be certain is that His Majesty valued the 


governess highly. 


That was Wife Ke, the person, whom the emperor adored and officials tolerated. Even the 


provincial eunuch commander-in-chief of East Yard and cabinet officials had to yield to her. 


To Wei Zhong Xian, who was over half a century old, the woman was his last and only 


opportunity to success. 
He resolved to overcome all obstacles to woe the woman. 
And the best way to woe the woman was to let her become his wife. 


You have not read the wrong words and I’ve not written the wrong words. That was the 
fact. 


Although Wei Zhong Xian was a eunuch, he was allowed to have a wife. 


As a tradition in ancient imperial palaces, there had been a long history for eunuchs to have 
wives. In fact there was even a designated term, Meal Pairing. 


Meal pairing was simply eating together. But in the palace, if you wanted to do meal 
pairing, the other party might not agree. 


In palaces of ancient dynasties, there were many palace maids. Usually they were not 
allowed to be out of the palace. But they were mostly idle and they were not allowed to marry. 
Long nights and loneliness were unendurable. As they were idle, many looked for mates in the 
palace. But except the emperor, there were no men in the palace. They looked here and there, 
only eunuchs had the appearance of men. 


There was no other way, so was it. 


Although eunuchs were not considered men, they were after all not women. Coupling was 
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in name only. They stayed together to make a living and had someone to talk to. That was all 
they could do. 


This kind of phenomenon was the so-called meal pairing. Ever since the founding of Ming, 
it had been the featured show in the inner palace. It often was ion display and usually the 
emperor didn’t mind. But it was still very dangerous if the emperor was the vicious kind. For 
example, if it was spotted by Zhu Di, the Grandfather of Great Deeds, knife would be 
immediately fallen on the heads. His eyes wouldn’t blink. 


By the time of the Saintly Father, he initially interfered. But later he didn’t even bother to 
go to the Court session. Surely he no longer interfered. 


But if Wei Zhong Xian wanted to pair meals with Wife Ke, there was still a big obstacle: 
Wife Ke already had a mate. 


Meal pairing was pretty much like dating. A third person could also be involved. There 
were the clichés like stepping on the wild flowers on the road side and tragic loves. But this 
time, the situation was a little different. 


Wife Ke’s meal pairing mate was Wei Chao. 


I have mentioned previously that Wei Chao was Wei Zhong Xian’s old friend, who also 
found a job for him before. They were close. “A man doesn’t mess with the wife of his friend”. 
It was a real problem. 


But once again in his own action, Wei Zhong Xian showed he was shameless. In front of his 
friend’s wife, he never hesitated, he rolled up his sleeves and went forward, without any 
scruple. 


But everyone knew if one wanted to find a mate, one had to have some qualifications. Wife 
Ke’s qualification was unquestionable. She was the emperor’s wet nurse and the most popular 
person in the palace. She was not yet forty. She was “ravishingly coquettish and lascivious”. 
But Wei Chao was Wang An’s man and was the managing eunuch of the Palace of Heavenly 
Order. He was also in charge of the Bureau of Armament. He was the successful one among 
the eunuchs. He was a perfect match. 


On the contrary, Wei Zhong Xian paled in comparison. He was just a warehouse keeper. 
He had lost his backing. If he wanted to wedge himself in, there wasn’t much hope. 


But Wei Zhong Xian didn’t undervalue himself. He had one advantage over Wei Chao: he 
was bold. 


As a former gambler, Wei Zhong Xian was very bold and was willing to bet big. His 
boldness, when manifested on Wife Ke, meant he was willing to spend big. He didn’t have 
much money but he was bold enough to spend. Not only did he kiss Wife Ke’s ass and flatter 


289 


The Road to Demise 


her, he often sent high end fashionable presents to her. It was pretty much like giving someone 
French beauty products and high end colognes, which had to be lethal. 


That was not all. Once a while, he dined Wife Ke. It was a high class affair. “Sixty plates a 
table and up to five hundred pieces”. In plain language, a table had sixty dishes and costed 
five hundred ounces of silver. 


Five hundred ounces of silver is over forty thousand RMB. It was just for one meal. That 
was basically the standard of consumption by Wei Zhong Xian, the declining eunuch. 


Being poor is not a problem as long as a man is bold. That was Wei Zhong Xian’s guiding 
principle in life. Actually this tactic is still useful today. For example, if you are not wealthy 
and the total of your asset is only six hundred thousand, but if you dare to use the six hundred 


thousand to buy a ring for a proposal, perhaps you can fool a woman over. 


In addition, Eunuch Wei was illiterate and was a simpleton in appearance and was very 
honest. He had to be the choice of second to none for the women in the palace. In just a short 
half of a year, Wife Ke abandoned her former lover and accepted this third party. 


But in another history book, the truth was not like this. 


A few years later, a man named Song Qi Feng came to the capital with his father. Because 
his family was close to the eunuchs in the palace, he often loitered inside the palace. In here he 
saw a lot and heard a lot. 


Decades later, he wrote a book, in which he described what he saw and heard. He titled his 
book On Millets. 


Millets meant weeds. Mr. Song Qi Feng intended to say his book was written as wild 
stories. You read it and you can decide on you own if you want to believe or not. He just wrote 
it as an entertainment. He didn’t care. 


But as a history document, the book is pretty reliable. Song Qi Feng was neither an East 
Wood nor a eunuch. There is no question about his position. In addition, because he had been 
in the palace for a long time and personally experienced many events, there was no reason for 
him to lie. 


The fair Mr. Song, in his book on weeds, told us these words: 


“Wei, being rotten, yet potency lingered, and use the bedroom skills to charm, Ke was 
pleased.” 


In plain language, what this sentence says is, although Wei Zhong Xian had been cut, the 
cut was not clean. The latter half of the sentence is not suitable for children, and I’m not going 


to explain more. 
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Following this version, having this advantage, if Wei Zhong Xian wanted to snatch Wei 
Chao’s wife, he had to be a sure winner. 


Eloquent, willing to spend money, and having the advantage that other eunuchs didn’t 
have, Wei Zhong Xian successfully defeated Wei Chao and became Wife Ke’s new meal pair. 


The bottom line is, meal pairing is dating and there are rules in dating. You and I both have 
to be willing. If we break up, I lose a girlfriend. All I have to do is find another one. 


But Wei Chao didn’t fare well. He wouldn’t be able find a second girlfriend. 


Wei Zhong Xian was a rogue and rogues never follow rules. Not only was he going to take 
Wei Chao’s girlfriend, he also wanted to take his life. In year one of Divine Beginning (AD 
1620), Wife Ke helped to get Wei Chao fired and sent to banishment and get him murdered on 
route. 

It was because of Wang An that Wei Zhong Xian was able to remove Wei Chao. 

As an old eunuch who had served three emperors, Wang An had reached the zenith of his 
career. The current emperor, as well as the emperor’s father, had been installed to the throne 
by him. In addition, the men of the East Wood Party were all his fellow brothers. He was truly 
unopposed. He was far more powerful than East Undefeatable. 

But Wang An had a fatal flaw. He liked being given a tall hat. 

Giving one a tall hat means to kiss one’s ass. The saying “everything may fail but ass 
kissing never fails’ must be the axiom. Regardless how smart and shrewd a man may be, if 
one aims well and kisses him hard, he will be conquered. 

Ever since the creation of the world, it has been known that kissing ass is done with some 
sound. 

But Wei Zhong Xian’s flattery defied tradition and reached the apogee of ass-kissing. He 
kissed without making any sound. 

Every time he met Wang An he never offered direct flatteries. He never talked. He only 
kowtowed. He would never go to see Wang An without being summoned. If Wang An didn’t 
ask, he would not open his mouth. When Wang An talked to him, he didn’t say much. He was 
modest and respectful but he never overdid. 

He never offered empty flatteries. All was done was with substance. On holidays he sent 
gifts to Wang An in cartloads. When Wei Chao was in a quarrel with Wei Zhong Xian, Wang 
An threw all his supports to Wei Zhong Xian and Wei Chao was pushed out. 

But Wang An didn’t know Wei Zhong Xian’s target was not Wei Chao but him. 


By now Wei Zhong Xian had reached the threshold of power. With one more step, he 
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would acquire the supreme power. 


But Wang An stood in front of him. This man must be removed before he could continue to 


move forward. 


Just like how he dealt with Wei Chao, Wei Zhong Xian sold out his friend without any 
scruple. Of course a superior can be sold. As a riffraff, rogue, and human scum, at every 
moment, he manifested his true nature. 

But how can it be done? 

Wang An was not Wei Chao. He was at a high position, had the seniority, was close to the 
emperor, and had powerful connections. Yang Lian and Zuo Guang Dou of East Wood often 
visited him at his home. 

Eliminating him seemed to be impossible. 

But Wei Zhong Xian accomplished it, in an unexpectedly weird way. 

In year one of Divine Beginning (AD 1620), Lu Shou, the seal keeping eunuch of the 
Inspectorate of Rites, was fired for cause. 

At the time, although Lu Shou occupied a high position, he didn’t have much power. The 
incident didn’t attract much attention. 

It was this insignificant incident that brought Wang An down. 

As described before, among eunuchs, the most prestigious position was the eunuchs at the 


Inspectorate of Rites. They included one seal keeping eunuch and a few pen keeping eunuchs. 


As the top leader of the Inspectorate of Rites, by tradition, when the position became 
vacant, it was succeeded by a pen keeping eunuch. At the time, it meant Wang An would 
succeed. 


It must be pointed out that although Wang An had always been the real leader among the 
eunuchs, he was not the seal keeping eunuch. The reason is unknown. Perhaps the fellow 
understood that it’s always the first bird flying out to get shot, thus he didn’t want to poke his 
head out. He wanted to have someone to shoulder the blames. 


But this time was different. After Lu Shou was out, he was the most senior and he had to 
do it. 


But Wei Zhong Xian didn’t want him to do it because the position was too important. If 
Wang An took the position, he would have to wait to his next life to top over others. 


But that was the reality. Raw rice had been cooked. Wei Zhong Xian wouldn’t be able to do 
anything. 


292 


Book of Zhu You Jiao 


Wang An also thought so. He put everything in order and accepted the appointment. 
Following custom, he wrote a memorial to the emperor. Its main point was nothing but that I 
am not qualified and I can’t do it, and I hope the emperor to find another more able man. 


The appointment had been accepted, and it seemed hypocritical to write these words. But 
that had to be done. In our land where there has been such a glorious tradition, one cannot be 
too exuberant to show his success and exuberance must not be seen by others. 


A few days later, he received the emperor’s reply: Agreed, get a replacement. 


Wang An had come to the palace since his childhood. He started at emptying chamber pots 
and worked his way up. Finally he joined the Inspectorate of Rites. He had always been a 


realist. He never believed in fairy tales. But this time he personally saw a fairy tale. 


He wrote the memorial out of modesty to the emperor. The emperor would also be modest. 
Then everyone would continue to do what they were going to do. But suddenly there was this 
change and it was totally unexpected. 


But more unexpectedly, soon after, he was ordered to retire and was pushed out of the 
Court. There was no reaction from Zhu You Jiao, the man who had been personally propped 
up by him. 

Wei Zhong Xian was indeed an absolutely smart man. After a hard deliberation, he finally 
found the opportunity that wasn’t really an opportunity. If you want to go, I’m going approve 
it, which cannot be more natural. 


But there was a condition for his creative idea. The emperor had to approve it, which 
carried a degree of difficulty. Although the lord emperor enjoyed being a carpenter and was 
not well educated, to punish Eunuch Wang, who had helped him, it would require a reason. 


Wei Zhong Xian helped him to find the reason: Wife Ke. 


Wet nurse, governess, and possibly having an affair, such a connection would be more than 
enough to ask him to get rid of Eunuch Wang. 

Wang An thus lost his position and would be forever out of the politics and go away in 
disgrace. Not until now did he understand that his decades of ups and downs in officialdom, 
chicaneries and intrigues, and deeds of propping two emperors were no match against a 
governess. 


He was despondent and depressed. He wanted to go home and live out his retirement. But 
he wouldn’t be able to get his wish fulfilled. One person had resolved to have him completely 
eradicated. The person was not Wei Zhong Xian. 


Earlier someone had asked me, among the people who persecuted Yue Fei, who was the 
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worst? 

Without thinking, I replied, of course it’s Qin Hui. 

Wearing an expression that I deserve shellacking, the man smiled and said to me, no, it’s 
Qin Hui’s wife. 

I thought a moment and said to him: you are right. 


I remembered that paragraph that I read before. In it, Qin Hui wanted to have Yue Fei 
killed but couldn’t make up his mind. Then his wife Wang, a cousin of Li Qing Zhao’s”, told 
him he had to do it and it wouldn’t be right if he didn’t do it. And he did it. 


That was basically the situation Wei Zhong Xian was in. Although the fellow could betray 
his friend, he was still loyal to his boss. He mulled and then said to his wife Ke, let him go. 


Then Wife Ke said these words to him: 


“When the emperor moved out from the palace, it was Wang An who sent the message out 
saying Select Maid Li kidnapped the crown prince; When the East Wood men came to snatch 
the crown prince, it was Wang An who dragged the crown prince away; It was Wang An again 
who colluded with the East Wood Party to force Select Maid Li out of the Palace of Heavenly 
Order. The man must be killed!” 


When she said these words, she wore a serious expression. She was very serious. 

Women are more cruel than men. Don’t you think so? 

Wei Zhong Xian listened to his wife. He decided to have Wang An killed. 

But it was tough to do. The lord emperor was kinder than Wei Zhong Xian. Although he 


didn’t want to use Wang An, he certainly wouldn’t want to order his execution. 


But for Wei Zhong Xian, it was not hard. The one who succeeded Wang An and became the 
seal keeping eunuch of the Inspectorate of Rites was Wang Ti Qian., is confidant. He was the 
pen keeping eunuch of the Inspectorate of Rites and the provincial eunuch commander-in- 
chief of East Yard. He had the power in his hands and could do anything in any way he 


wanted. The lord emperor was doing his carpentry work anyway and didn’t mind much. 


Pretty soon, when Wang An was doing hard labor, an accident occurred and he suddenly 


died in the night. Later there was a report of his natural death and that was the end of it. 


By now, through repeated shameless and despicable efforts, Wei Zhong Xian finally seized 
the control of East Yard and became the biggest special agent. The documents to and from the 
emperor had all to be reviewed by him before they are forwarded. If it was not one hundred 


percent, his words meant at least ninety percent. 


°° Li Qing Zhao was a famous woman poet of Song Dynasty. 
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But whenever documents were sent to him, he never reviewed them because he was 
illiterate. 


On being illiterate, Wei Zhong Xian accepted it and was honest about it. But it didn’t 
hamper him from handling state affairs. He always took the documents home and gave them 
to his cohort advisors to study. Those that were of value to them were used. Those that had no 
value to them were used to wipe their butts or used as felts for their desks. Everything was put 


to good use. 
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Thirty years and more after working in the palace, Wei Zhong Xian had finally reached to a 
high point of his life. 

But it was not the acme. 

Having defeated Wei Chao, eliminated Wang An, and got the emperor under control 


weren't enough yet. To become the de facto ruler of the country, he had to confront the next 
and the last enemy, the East Wood Party. 

Once he became the provincial eunuch of East Yard and after a careful consideration and 
preparation, Wei Zhong Xian would begin attacking the East Wood Party. 

His actual actions included contacting the key figures of the East Wood Party, including 
Liu Yi Jing, Zhou Jia Mo, and Yang Lian. He indicated to them he was a new comer and 
needed their help on many issues. He also sent them gifts for multiple times. 

In addition, he also publicly praised some of the go-getters of the East Wood Party. His 
words were full of enthusiasms. 

Even more movingly, at multiple occasions, he said to the emperor that Zhao Nan Xing of 
the East Wood Party was a talent rarely found in the country and he worked hard and was 


trustworthy. He also sent his confidant to pay tribute to Zhao Nan Xing at his home. 


Barring the irresistible factors like memory loss from a traffic accident or an unexpected 
stroke, the probably that Wei Zhong Xian suddenly became nice was basically zero percent. 
The conclusion is, all these moves were camouflages. Behind the misleading appearance, there 


was an ulterior secret. 
The ulterior secret was Wei Zhong Xian wanted to befriend the East Wood Party. 
It’s necessary to clarify this again that I am not mistaken in writing these words. 


Actually the history of our country has always been a complicated one. It’s like there is me 


in you and there is you in me. If expediencies serve the purpose then so be it. Leave 
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unresolvable unresolved. Only those prehistorical cave men would be so persistent and 
resolute in retracing to the root. 


Wei Zhong Xian was no exception. Although he was illiterate, he was cognizant of his 


circumstances. 


He understood very clearly that the East Wood men not only had power in their hands, 
they were also all well-educated. Actually those who had power were not dreadful, only 
bookish men were dreadful. 


Since ancient times, there have been basically two kinds of educated men. One kind is 
scholars and another kind is eggheads. Scholars look down at each other among themselves. In 
practice they are somewhat shameless and also lack of self-esteem. If you are good, he chooses 
rather to say you are bad. If you are able, he’d rather say you are not able. They are timorous. 
They are habitually fussy about everything, but when real mettle is required, they withdraw. 
They are real nonsense. 


But the main characteristics of an egghead is the “egghead idealism”, which manifests as 
the combination of being a ramrod and mulish. Good is good and bad is bad. Truth is absolute. 
They usually don’t cause trouble but when trouble comes to them they are not afraid. At 
crucial moments they dare to risk their lives. A weak bookish man can be turned into an iron 
clad soldier in the blink of an eye, without having to find a telephone booth to change clothe. 


Back in those years, educated men were generally true to themselves. In the East Wood 
Party, there were both kinds of men. The latter kind was the majority. Its spokesperson was 
Yang Lian, who would not lose his bite once he locked his teeth on something, which was 
really tough to deal with. 


These absolute truists and trouble challengers were natural predators to the flexible Wei 
Zhong Xian, who picked on the soft and avoided the tough. 

Thus Wei Zhong Xian desperately tried to ingratiate himself with the East Wood Party. He 
truly didn’t want to run afoul of these men. This is a time when everyone is struggling to make 
a living. We are all just trying to survive. I don’t want to become an emperor. At most I just 
want to be a successful eunuch. Previously you guys have worked well with Wang An. Now 
I’m here. It’s just a change of horse. There is no difference. 


To Wei Zhong Xian’s friendly gesture, the East Wood Party’s reaction was this: all the gifts 
were declined and returned and all those who came to pay tribute were kicked away. 


The most blunt man was Zhao Nan Xing. 


Among the East Wood men, Wei Zhong Xian liked Zhao Nan Xing the most because Zhao 
Nan Xing was his townsman and was thought easy to ally with and to whom he made many 
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visits. He also laid lavish praises on Zhao Nan Xing both publicly and privately. 


But Townsman Zhao Nan Xing was not only unmoved and refused to meet him, but also in 
one occasion publicly said these words: let’s just each try to be the best, in response to 
Townsman Wei’s behavior. 


Connecting the dots, what this sentence hinted was: let’s each just do our jobs, don’t 
attempt bad ideas, and don’t bother me. 


Wei Zhong Xian was baffled. You worked with Wang An and why don’t you work with 
me? 

Actually the reason for the East Wood Party refused to work with Wei Zhong Xian was not 
because he was illiterate or he was a rogue. It was simply because he was not Wang An. 


He could do nothing. All eggheads thought truth was absolute. Although in essence and 
physiology there was not much difference between Wang An and Wei Zhong Xian, they were 
both eunuchs, they were both the head eunuch of Inspectorate of Rites, and both were in 
charge of imperial documents, but the East Wood Party had always dealt only with those they 
knew and rejected those they didn’t know. They worked with men and not on matters. They 
despised scums like Wei Zhong Xian, who grew up as a rogue and whose behaviors were 
abominable. 


We have to say this kind of thinking is respectable and admirable. But it’s absolutely wrong. 
They didn’t know that the most skillful politics is not about life or death but compromise. 


Wei Zhong Xian was indignant. His indignation was justified, not only because the East 
Wood Party refused to work with him but more importantly, he felt he had been slighted. 


In this world, there are all kinds of people and Wei Zhong Xian belonged to the world of 
the wild. These men mixed among the population and had friends and cohorts of all kinds. 
They would abandon their wives, they would abandon their daughters, but they wouldn’t 
abandon the images they created for themselves. The slight by the East Wood Party exacted a 
great shock on his sordid soul. As he smarted about his wound, an epiphany came to him. 
Then he resolved: 


If you don’t allow me to save my face, then let us have a face-off. 
But Eunuch Wei quickly discovered it was not easy at all for him to face them off. 
He was illiterate. 


To eliminate Wang An and Wei Chao, all that required was a ruthless hand and a brutal 
heart. But the East Wood Party was different. These men were all intellectuals and at 
minimum were distinguished scholars. They were good at court fights, which was exactly 
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Eunuch Wei’s weak point. 


To fight in the Court, it wouldn’t do to use knives and spears. Usually fights were done 
with written curses, which were rather technical. Most of them involved using classical 
allusions and idioms, which ensured that ancestors would be imprecated harshly without a 
single expletive. For Eunuch Wei, who knew no words, to do this sort of work was really 
beyond his ability. 

To adapt to the struggle in the new environment so that he would not end up smiling when 
being imprecated, Eunuch We decided to find some help, or attack dogs. 


The earliest recruits and the most important two attack dogs were Gu Bing Qian and Wei 
Guang Wei. 

Gu Bing Qian, distinguished scholar of year twenty three of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 
1596), was a bad man. 


The man started his career from the Imperial Academy. He was an exceptional scholar but 
he was also exceptionally shameless. He was so shameless that even before Wei Zhong Xian 
came to him, he went to Wei Zhong Xian first. 


By then he was already the minister of rites and seventy one. He ought to have retired in a 
few years. But the son of a bitch had a young heart despite his old age. He wanted to advance 
higher. Officials looked down on him. So he threw himself to the eunuchs. 


Changing one’s allegiance wasn’t a big deal. But the most shameful thing about him was he 
did this: 

Hoping to move higher, despite being already at the senior age of seventy years old, Mr. 
Gu Bing Qian took his son to pay homage to Wei Zhong Xian. He said these words: 


“T want you to adopt me as your son. But I’m afraid you think I’m too old. How about 
make my son your grandson?” 


Gu Bing Qian was born in year twenty nine of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1550). Wei 
Zhong Xian was born in year two of Grand Celebration (AD 1568). Gu Bing Qian was older 
than Wei Zhong Xian by eighteen years. 


Ihave no words for such shamelessness. 


Wei Guang Wei, distinguished scholar of year thirty two of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 
1604), was a man who could either be good or bad. 


Wei Guang Wei’s father was Wei Yun Zhen. Wei Yun Zhen had a best friend, whose name 
was Zhao Nan Xing. 


In the years of Ten Thousand Seasons, Wei Yun Zhen had been a deputy minister. He was 
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very close to Zhao Nan Xing. The two were so close that in today’s words, they were sworn 
brothers. 


Wei Guang Wei had a smooth career. He was admitted to the Imperial Academy. Then his 
career took off afterward. He became the deputy minister of rites in the years of Devine 
Beginning. 

The speed was not a slow one. But Mr. Wei was a man who desired advancement. To 


realize a development that would leap forward his career, he came to Wei Zhong Xian. 


He was surely most welcomed by Eunuch Wei. Just two years later, he got promoted from 
deputy minister to minister and he was also admitted to the Cabinet and became a grand 


academician. 


It is commendable that once Comrade Wei Guang Wei had acquired a new friend, he 
didn’t forget his old friend. As soon as he took office, the first thing he did was to see Zhao 
Nan Xing, his father’s old comrade in arms before. 


But Zhao Nan Xing refused to see him. While kicking him out, he was also presented with 
these words: 


“Jian Quan has no sons!” 

Wei Guang Wei’s father was Wei Yun Zhen, whose courtesy name was Jian Quan. 
It was a rather cruel comment. If you say my dad doesn’t have sons, then who am I? 
Wei Guang Wei was indignant. 

Indignation aside, he still came for a second time and asked to see Zhao Nan Xing. 
Zhao Nan Xing still refused to see him. 

Then Wei Guang Wei did something much unexpected. He went again. 


By showing his restraint, Mr. Wei didn’t betray his upbringing from a well-known family. 
Back then even when Liu Bei asked Zhuge Liang to work for him, it was done only after three 
tries. Wei Guang Wei wasn’t going to ask Lord Zhao to work for him. It would do just by 
having a meal and chat. 


But Zhao Nan Xing still refused to see him. 


Facing the tightly shut gate, Wei Guang Wei couldn’t restrain his anger any more. He 
vowed to be forever an enemy of Zhao Nan Xing. 


For Wei Guang Wei to get mad, the refusal to meet him was just the secondary reason, 
more importantly, he was mad because Zhao Nan Xing had violated the protocol. 


At the time Zhao Nan Xing was the minister of personnel. But Wei Guang Wei was the 
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minister of rites and grand academician of East Hall. Although both were ministers, Wei 
Guang Wei was a cabinet member, equivalent to today’s position of vice premier. By protocol, 
Minister Zhao had to call him boss. 


But Grand Academician Wei didn’t mind that. Instead, he personally came for three times. 
You have refused to meet me every time and it’s just too outrageous. 


Thus a man who could turn either bad or good became a complete bad man, thanks to 
Zhao Nan Xing’s unselfish help. 


Besides these two, Wei Zhong Xian also had many other cohorts, such as Feng Quan, Shi 
Feng Lai, Cui Cheng Xiu, Xu Xian Chun, and others. They were collectively called by posterity 
as the Five Tigers, Five Leopards, Ten Dogs, and Ten Sons. There were already thirty men in 
just the total of these four groups. 


That was only the minor part. Under Eunuch Wei, there were also Twenty Sons, Forty 
Monkey Grandsons, and Five Hundred Adopted Grandsons. As a eunuch, he was really 
blessed for having so many sons and grandsons. 


I initially planned to help these eunuch sons and grandsons to make their appearances by 
creating some introductions, at least a list, but once I saw words like Five Hundred Adopted 
Grandsons, I suddenly lost my courage. 


Actually the East Wood Party was also quite adept at building alliances and partisanship. 
But comparing to Eunuch Wei, they were far inferior. 


That was because the standard to join the East Wood Party was rather high and the channel 
was limited. They had to be either townsmen (party by geography), colleagues (distinguished 
scholars of the same class), or head of the table (teacher-student relationship). Except a few 
with special skills (such as Wang Wen Yan), they had to be senior intellectuals (distinguished 
scholar or academician) and they also had to have untainted family background without 
embellishment (bribery and corruption). 


But Eunuch Wei was more open-minded. He had been a rogue, illiterate man, and a part 
time human smuggler (sold his daughter) in the first place anyway. It would be relatively hard 
to find men of lower quality than him. 

When he recruited his men, he paid special attention on finding a common ground. To a 
hero you won’t ask his origin and to a rich man you won’t ask how he got rich. It doesn’t 
matter if someone is a cat or dog as long as he can do his job. The men under him also knew 
their roles. They adopted the names like tigers, leopards, dogs, and monkeys to describe 
themselves. Regardless the type of beasts, they were all not human. 


The origins of these demoniac goblins were heterogeneous. There were eunuchs, 
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government spies, officials from the six ministries, local officials, and military officers. They 
were from all levels of the society and in all kinds of professions. All flowers bloomed. 


Although they came from different domains, there was one commonality shared by all of 
them. They were all scums of high purity who had been carefully selected. 


For example, the four fellows mentioned above were very typical: 


Cui Cheng Xiu was originally a criminal convicted of corruption. He took someone’s 


money, was exposed, and lost his job. Then he went to Eunuch Wei. 


Shi Feng Lai had hung around in the government for over ten years. He had no capability. 


His only skill was to write obituaries. 


Xu Xian Chun started his career as a military distinguished scholar and the head of Guards 
in Brocade. He was extremely cruel. He liked torturing people. He also had a unique habit. 
After executing a prisoner, he would scalpel out the hyoid bone of the dead as a proof or 


souvenir. 


But relatively speaking, the above three were not up to the bar yet. In terms of being a real 


bastard, Mr. Feng Quan was the one dwarfing all others. 


The fellow’s career was built on corruption. He also volunteered to the task of persecuting 
Yang Lian, Zuo Guang Dou, and others. Not doing enough bad things worried him. More 
spectacularly, the man later defected to Qing and became a lesser known traitor. 


In his short life, he managed to collect corrupted officials, eunuchs, and traitors all under 
him into a unit. It would be an insult to animals if he is described as an animal for a man who 
was so shameless and so inhumane. 

In summary, the men under Wei Zhong Xian shared a common characteristic in their work 
and lives: 

They would do everything except good things. They would want everything except dignity. 

Actually most of the people in the Party of the Castrated had been members of the three 
parties. Before they sold their souls and bodies and joined the warm and pleasant group and 
became shameless beasts, they had been humans. 

Years ago, when they first entered the government, they had been well behaving and 
ambitious and had averred to serve the country, correct the wrongs, and treat each one fairly. 
They had been cautious on their words and conducts. They wanted to eventually become great 
men who would leave their mark in history. 

But in the end they fell. In front of the brutal struggles, the grinding careers, and the 
failures in partisan fights, they lost their last courage and dignity and eventually succumbed to 


302 


Book of Zhu You Jiao 


the money, wealth, power, and interests that were at their figure tips. 


Wei Zhong Xian knew that the ideological East Wood Party would never cooperate with 
him. To be able to continue to eat well, drink well, and live on, he had to eliminate these men. 
Now he was about to show his cards. 


But a reason was needed to start a provocation. These East Wood men were all moralists. 
They rarely accepted dark money. It was rather difficult to find an excuse to punish them. 


After a thorough consideration, Wei Zhong Xian, in Wang Wen Yan, found a seemingly 
perfect point for a breakthrough. 


As the East Wood Party’s think tank, Wang Wen Yan played a key role. He pushed and 
fended from left and right and humbugged. He installed the emperor and destroyed the three 
parties. He had been given the nickname the Number One Man-in-Rags in the World. 


But to Wei Zhong Xian, the man-in-rags had a weakness. He had no academic credentials, 
so he couldn’t hold offices and had to remain under cover. Attacking this man would not 
attract much attention and would also destroy the main pillar of the East Wood Party. One 
shot would hit two birds. 


After Wang An died, Wei Zhong Xian immediately directed Shao Fu Zhong, the assistant 
prefecture magistrate of Shuntian, to impeach Wang Wen Yan. 


It was relatively easy to attack Wang Wen Yan. The man had been a slyboots. He had been 
well acquainted with the three parties, besides with the East Wood Party. Later when the three 
parties collapsed, he also maintained solid relationships with many in the Party of the 
Castrated. He often played with matters. He accepted money and suppressed troubles. He 
didn’t have a clean resume. 


More importantly, his old patron Wang An had fallen. He had lost his support. It would be 
easy to finish him. 


It happened just as predicted. Wang Wen Yan fell as soon as he was impeached. His title of 
student of the Imperial College was taken back. He was also ordered to immediately pack up 
and get out. 


Wang Wen Yan was obedient and he didn’t protest. He left without complaint. But before 
he went far, there came men from the capital city and took him back. He would be taken back 
and sent to prison. 


Simply pushing Wang Wen Yan out was not enough. Wei Zhong Xian hoped to get the 
wide reaching and mysterious man killed with a single strike. He directed to issue another 


impeachment on Mr. Wang, which directly sent him to prison. 
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Wei Zhong Xian was finally satisfied. The operation had been carried out smoothly. Wang 
Wen Yan had become a prisoner. Everything was ready. Next... 


There was no next. 
Soon after that, Wang Wen Yan was released. 


Wei Zhong Xian was now the provincial eunuch of East Yard and controlled the 
Inspectorate of Rites. He had his hitmen all over the country. But Mr. Wang was a man 
without academic credentials, a position, and support. Not only that, Eunuch Wei disliked 
Wang Wen Yan and very much wanted to kick him to the floor and stamp his feet over him. It 
seemed it was a very easy thing. After all, even Wang An, Wang Wen Yan’s backing, had died 
in Wei Zhong Xian’s hands. 


No matter what, he should not and could not have been released. 
But he was released. 


How did he manage to get out prison? I don’t know. Anyway, he was out. He saved 
himself successfully. There was also no reaction from Eunuch Wei. Something even Wang An 


failed to accomplish was accomplished by him. 


After the fellow was out of the prison, his reputation increased. Zhao Nan Xing, Zuo 
Guang Dou, and Yang Lian came to visit him. Men continuously came to his home. In words 


from an old revolution movie: something good came from having been in prison. 


More surprisingly, soon after, First Secretary Ye Xiang Gao found him and appointed him 
the secretary of the Cabinet. 


The secretary of the Cabinet was equivalent to the secretary-general of the State Council 
and it was a very important position. Mr. Wang Wen Yan was not even a recommended man 
but somehow he got this position. It was never heard of before. 


But to this appointment that was in serious violation of protocols, Eunuch Wei remained 
silent and said nothing. He already realized that he still didn’t have enough strength to defeat 
the wide reaching man. 


Wei Zhong Xian halted his operation. He knew in order to break the current stalemate, he 
had to wait. 


In the next three years and in silence, he continuously pressured the East Wood Party and 
planted his own confidants. More and more people joined him and his organization grew 
bigger and its strength increased. But he still waited in silence. 


He already saw clearly the seemingly strong East Wood Party was in fact very vulnerable. 


Neither Minister Zhao Nan Xing of Personnel nor Assistant Censor General Zuo Guang Dou 
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was to be feared. Even First Secretary Ye Xiang Gao was just a weak ally. 


The real powerful one was Wang Wen Yan, who wasn’t even a recommended man, whose 
origin was obscure, but yet was very tactful and extremely cunning. To destroy the East Wood 
Party, he had to destroy this man. There was no other quick way. 


It was a risky matter and Wei Zhong Xian didn’t like to take risks. He opted to wait. 
But developments surprised everyone’s expectations, including Wei Zhong Xian’s. 


In year four of Devine Beginning (AD 1624), Ruan Da Cheng, the palace emissary of 
Ministry of Personnel, wrote to impeach Wang Wen Yan and Zuo Guang Dou, accusing them 
of colluding to ruin the government. 


That started the brouhaha. Members of the Party of the Castrated joined the fray and took 
the opportunity to attack the East Wood Party. Zuo Guang Dou didn’t want to show his 
weakness and took part in the quarrel. Throughout the Court, spittle flew. Wang Wen Yan was 


removed. Even First Secretary Ye Xiang Gao requested resignation. Disorder reigned. 
Ironically, Wei Zhong Xian perhaps wasn’t aware of this incident prior to its happening. 


It took place because of nothing else but the executive palace emissary of minister of 
personnel retired. There was a vacancy. Ruan Da Cheng wanted to move up. He began to 


lobby around and solicit support. 


But the East Wood Party wouldn’t buy this. When Zhao Nan Xing, the minister of 
personnel, heard about it, he simply kicked Ruan Da Cheng out of the government and even 
removed him as the palace emissary. When Ruan Da Cheng learned about it, he was furious. 
He decided to file a damning report against Zuo Guang Dou. 


This is a sentence that doesn’t seem to make any sense. Zhao Nan Xing was the one that 
kicked him out, why did it have anything to do with Zuo Guang Dou? 


The reason was that Zuo Guang Dou was Ruan Da Cheng’s townsman. Back then it was 
Zuo Guang Dou who sent Ruan Da Cheng to the capital. Now when he couldn’t move up, he 
troubled Zuo Guang Dou. 


It appears that the explanation is still confusing. But comparing to reasoning like “the name 
is Meng Meng because the birthplace is in Hubei area”, such kind of thinking was kind of 


normal. 


Mr. Ruan Da Cheng, whose reasoning was ‘kind of normal’, was truly a unique man. He 
deserved a few more words here. Later he joined the Party of the Castrated and fooled around 
with Wei Zhong Xian. He goofed up, and went to Nanjing. Then he diddled in Southern Ming. 
Once Southern Ming went out, he joined Qing. In barracks of the Qing army, he put on the 
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most brilliant and most shameless act of his life. 


As a capitulated traitor, he had no sense of shame. He often started conversations with 
Qing officers. Having talked for a whole day, he continued talking into the night. His prolixity 
irritated the officers so much that they told him: we know you are very eloquent, but we have 
to get up early tomorrow for battle, why don’t you just go wash yourself and to bed. 


Soon after, because he was very eager to grab attentions, he ran too fast and died suddenly 
in the army. 


But at the moment, Mr. Ruan Da Cheng’s damning charge, a hateful response to kindness, 
was only the igniting spark. What really angered Eunuch Wei and induced him to decide to 


move to kill was a different matter. More specifically, it was some other money. 


Actually, for a long time, despite the irresolvable differences between Eunuch Wei and the 
East Wood Party, there were only grudges related to public matters between them. There were 
no personal grudges between them. But almost at the same time when Ruan Da Cheng 
submitted his memorial, Eunuch Wei received the news that one of his business ventures had 
gone bust, in the hands of the East Wood Party. 

The business was worth forty thousand ounces of silver. The man who did the business 
with him was Xiong Ting Bi. 

I hope everyone still remembers this fellow. Ever since he got back to the capital, he had 
been imprisoned for over two years. Because of the seriousness of his crime, from the emperor 
at the top and the Ministry of Justice down below, the dominating opinion was rather 
consistent, execution. 

Giving where he was, he had to save himself. Xiong Ting Bi moved into action. He hoped 
that through his connections and by offering some money, he would be able to save his life. 

Through some twists and turns, he eventually found a savor, whose name was Wang Wen 
Yan. It was said the man had far reaching connections and it would be something at his 
fingertips. 

Wang Wen Yan agreed and moved into action. After some twists and turns, he found a 
man who could get it done, Wei Zhong Xian. 

Of course, considering that Comrade Wei Zhong Xian loathed him, when the business was 
being done, he didn’t reveal his identity. Instead, he worked through an agent. 

When Wei Zhong Xian heard about it, he gladly agreed and offered a price. For forty 
thousand, he would keep Xiong Ting Bi alive. 


Wang Wen Yan was jubilant and immediately replied to Xiong Ting Bi and told him the 
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good news, as well as the amount of money needed (it was very possible that the amount was 
not forty thousand, after all, the middle man had to charge a fee). 


Wang Wen Yan’s nature ensured that he would charge a fee although it was not certain 
exactly how much he would get. But this time, he didn’t get a penny, because Xiong Ting Bi 
couldn’t find forty thousand. 


No money, no business. Nothing followed. 


But either Wei Zhong Xian was tight on money or he was serious about his work. When he 
found there had been no follow-ups, he had someone to find it out. After some twists and 
turns, he finally found out that the man who had been doing business with him was no other 
than Wang Wen Yan! 


Too much, that’s just too much. Wei Zhong Xian was exceedingly outraged. It’s one thing 
that you oppose me, it’s another thing that you even do business with me and eat into my 
middle man’s fee! 


Blood that was filled with hatred out of public and personal grudges suddenly rushed into 
Wei Zhong Xian’s head, for having received no money and been fooled. He immediately got 
Wang Wen Yan arrested. 


Wang Wen Yan was put in prison. But that was only the beginning. Wei Zhong Xian’s final 
goal was to bring down the East Wood Party through him. 


But reality once again proved that impetuosity was the devil. The impetuous Eunuch Wei 
suddenly found he had seen ghost again. After Wang Wen Yan’s arrest, there had been no 
progress in his interrogations. Even Mr. Wang Wen Yan himself had a rather enjoyable prison 


life, not to mention Yang Lian and Zuo Guang Dou. 


It was the participation of another man, who played a significant role, besides the 
extraordinary fighting ability of Mr. Wang Wen Yan, that produced such a strange 


phenomenon 


The man’s name was Huang Zun Su. At the time he was the supervising censor of the 
Censorial Council. 


He was a very famous man and many knew him. But he had an even more famous son, 
Huang Zong Xi. If you don’t even know who Huang Zong Xi was, you should go home and 
read more books. 


In the East Wood Party dominated by scholars, Huang Zun Su was a unique species. The 
man was thoughtful and forward looking and his every move was carefully planned and well 
thought out. He was shrewd in politics and was thought as the two major think tanks of the 
East Wood Party. 
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Learning that Wang Wen Yan had been arrested, many East Wood men were outraged. But 
their only reactions were limited to just complaints. There were only two people who reacted 
with real actions. One of them was Huang Zun Su. 


His keen sense told him that Wei Zhong Xian was moving to action. 


The arrest was only the start. Soon the fire of the battle would reach the East Wood Party. 
When that happened, all would be too late. 


Thus he immediately went to see Liu Qiao of Guards in Brocade. 


Liu Qiao was the commander of the Office of Enforcement of Guards in Brocade and in 
charge of the Prison by Decree. Wang Wen Yan was imprisoned in his jurisdiction. 


He was a decent man. For this special purpose, Huang Zun Su went to him to smooth the 
relationship. 

Huang Zun Su told him. You may have the man arrested and imprisoned, but please never 
implicate others, such as Zuo Guang Dou, Yang Lian, and others. 

Liu Qiao agreed. 


Liu Qiao was a smart man. He understood what Huang Zun Su meant. He directed that 
interrogations would be done following that idea. Thus despite Wang Wen Yan’s nonsense 


utterances, no one brought troubles to him. 
The other man who sensed Wei Zhong Xian’s intent was Ye Xiang Gao. 


After all, Ye Xiang Gao was a man who had seen the world. After been in the Court for 
decades, he understood everything in one glance. He immediately wrote to make it clear that 
because Wang Wen Yan had been appointed by him, it would be solely his responsibility if 
Wang Wen Yan did anything wrong and there would be nothing to do with others. He asked 


for his retirement. 


First Secretary Ye deserved his reputation as an old fox. He obviously knew the Court 
wouldn’t allow him to leave. But he used the defense as offense and put pressure on Wei 


Zhong, Xian to ensure he wouldn’t be able to move unchecked. 
Seeing the enemy’s posturing, Wei Zhong Xian retreated. 
Too impulsive, the time is not right yet. 


In this round, the East Wood Party achieved a temporary victory. But they would receive a 
permanent defeat. 


When Wang Wen Yan was arrested, Wei Zhong Xian was not certain about his victory. But 
when it was May of year four of Devine Beginning (AD 1624), even the East Wood Party no 
longer doubted the fate of its own certain defeat. 
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Eunuch Wei was just too good at recruiting. 


In just a few years, the “Court of Virtues” had become the “Court of Evils”. The beasts and 
devils under Eunuch Wei were all over the Court. Wang Ti Qian had taken control of the 
Inspectorate of Rites. Gu Bing Qian and Wei Guang Wei had joined the Cabinet. Xu Xian Chun 
and Tian Er Geng had control of Guards in Brocade. Among the six ministries, only Zhao Nan 
Xing, the minister of personnel hung in there arduously. All the other ministries were 
controlled by the Party of Eunuchs. Even the six departments of the Censorial Council had 
become the territory of the Party of Eunuchs. 


Most books attribute this change to the declining culture, morality, and ancient values, etc. 
etc. 

But actually the reason is really simple: sincerity. 

Wei Zhong Xian was about to recruit people because he was earnest. 

If you want people to work for you, just giving him a bowl of rice and tell him it’s going to 
be a long trip and eat a little more is not going to be effective. After all, it’s going to be a long 


journey. For someone to abandon his dignity to work for a eunuch, it’s going to be tough for 
someone to maintain his psychological balance without real goods. 


On this point, Eunuch Wei did really well. Among the people who went to him, money 
was given to whoever wanted money and positions were given to whoever wanted position. 
All deals were carried out in real gold and silver, there were no empty promises. 


In contrary, the East Wood Party was just far behind in competitiveness. Not only did they 
not give anything, it was also very hard to join them. It was just too hard. 


If you are given two following choices: Adhere to principles, maintain firm beliefs and 
ideals, and work in anonymity for life in a home of bare walls for the country, for the people, 
and for life. 


Or give up one’s principle, toss away conscience, work less hard for decades, rise up 


straight, get promoted and get rich, eat well and drink well, and have an enjoyable life. 


Alas! In calamity brought on by the Eunuch, in the vast land and among the gentlemen, how many 
didn’t change their original ideal? 


Epitaph on the stone of Tombstone of the Five 
There is no need for an answer, we all know it. 


A long time ago, I saw a movie, in which the mob boss gave a speech to his men. He said 
he had a dream last night. In the dream there were no mob societies anymore in the world. 


Everyone in the world had joined mob societies. 
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In Wei Zhong Xian’s realm, these words were no longer dreams. 


He asked neither birth nor character and handed the power of the government to 


whomever as equally despicable and shameless as him. 


And these men who acquired power through kowtowing and making themselves bastards 
surely had no thinking on creating wealth for the people. Only those who endured utter 
humiliation could obtain wealth and fame. If they didn’t humiliate the people, how could they 
look at their own past? 


Driven by these good wills, some unimaginable things began to happen. For example, if 
there was a rich man in a county who got so bored and killed someone and the county 
magistrate followed the rule of laws and sentenced him to death, not only did the fellow wish 
not to die, he would also want to find an official from the Party of the Castrated, hoping to use 
his money to buy a life. 


Pretty soon he would receive a reply: ten thousand. 


The rich man agreed. In addition, he had another request. He wanted the county magistrate 
who sentenced him to death killed because the lord magistrate was too just, which really made 
him uncomfortable. 


The comrades of the Party of the Castrated were earnest men. Once they received the 
money, the immediately released the men. Then they immediately made up charges and got 
rid of the county magistrate. 


An innocent victim, a righteous seventh grade county magistrate, judicial system, and 
justice, all added up were worth only ten thousand. 

Actually the price was still a little high. 

Later, in addition to promising positions, Wei Zhong Xian also created a new business: 
selling positions! Some history documents also show us that back then positions were all 
openly priced. A county magistrate was priced at about two to three thousand. To buy a 
prefecture magistrate, five or six thousand would be enough. 

In this sense, the rich man who treated human lives like weeds was no good at all in 
finding deals. He could have gone to Eunuch Wei and spent just half of the money to buy a 
prefecture magistrate, become the boss of the county magistrate, and find an excuse to get rid 
of him. He would be able to save five thousand. Bad deal, bad deal. 


Ever since the founding of the empire, the darkest time of Great Ming had finally arrived! 


We can do whatever we want to do. We can do however we want to do. In order to acquire 
power and wealth, the dignity and price we paid must be plundered of those weaker people in 
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multiple times. Ravaging, bullying, and plundering, without scruple and without thinking. We 
can do whatever we want to do! 


In this era, no one can stop us and no one dare to stop us! 


Heritage and Way 
For several years, Yang Lian had been observing. 


He observed the snatching of the lovers of his friends, the killings of his friends, the 
persecution and death of his superiors by those eunuchs of doings of all evils, who seized the 
control of the government, were not punished, and suffered no retributions. 


The thing called justice didn’t seem to exist. 

He saw an incomparably formidable enemy had appeared in front of him. 

In Ming history, there had never been a shortage of bad characters, such a Liu Jin and Yan 
Song. But Liu Jin at least had some education and understood rules had to be followed. At 


least he had a bottom line. Although he knew Li Dong Yang opposed him, he didn’t kill him. 
Although Yan Song killed Xia Yan, at least he was kind to his own wife. 


But Wei Zhong Xian was an illiterate man. He pushed out his wife. He sold his daughter. 
He had no principle. He had no bottom line. He was sinister and cunning. He was ruthless. He 
had reached the limit of shamelessness. He had neither following nor precedent. 


Not until Yang Lian recovered from his senses, did he discover he had no one around him. 
His former enemies and even friends and colleagues had all abandoned their conscience and 


went into the bosom of that man. Before interests, conscience was just too weak. 


But he remained un-flinched without moving a bit, because he still adhered to one thing, 


Heritage and Way. 


Heritage and Way was a rule and a system. It was the force that kept the country of 


thousands of years moving forward after enduring many sufferings and setbacks. 
Yang Lian had known Heritage and Way for years. 
When he was young, Heritage and Way told him, you are to study hard, learn the ways of 


sages, and serve your country. 


When he was a county magistrate, Heritage and Way told him, you are to be honest as an 
official, don’t be corrupt, don’t take money that shouldn’t be taken, and enrich the lives of the 
people. 


In the capital city, when the emperor was near death and ambitious evil minded people 
were making moves, Heritage and Way told him, the country is on a precipice and you are to 
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step up despite you are not obligated and you are without help. 


For years, without reservation, Yang Lian trusted the words of Heritage and Way. He 
followed those words and he succeeded: 

You are the one who convinced me that a son of ordinary man can accomplish something 
and become a man remembered by history through his own ceaseless effort. 

You convinced me even when one occupies a high position and commands others, he 
should not abuse his power to bully the weaker men. 

You convinced me a man should not live in the world only for the interest of himself. He 
should be honest, righteous, and disciplined. He should follow and continue on the path that 
had been treaded by all those wise men before him. 

But now, I have a question: 

Wei Zhong Xian is a man who doesn’t believe in Heritage and Way. He is a man of all evil 
doings. He has no scruples and is unprincipled. But he is still the victor. More and more 
people abandoned Heritage and Way and went to him, simply because he doles out positions 


and money like giving away cabbages. 


My friends have become fewer and fewer. My enemies have become more and more. On 


this road, I am alone. 


Heritage and Way says: Yes, this road is treacherous. It has a high threshold. There are 
many rules. One must be honest and disciplined. One has to live in a house of bare walls. One 
has to be determined to work for the people. One has to devote his life to the country. It’s just 
too hard. 

Why should I continue on this path? 

It is the right path. For thousands of years, there have always been men walking on the 
path along. Regardless of the torments they suffer, they always believe in the rules. They 
always believe every man has his own dignity and value. They believe in this world, there are 
morality and justice. They believe in thousands of years, right will exist forever. 


Yes, I understand now it’s my turn. I will adhere to my ideals. I will resist that formidable 


enemy. I will fight to my last breath, even if I have to do it along. 
Well, Yang Lian, let me ask you now, one last question: 
For your Heritage and Wei, you will sacrifice everything, will you? 


Yes. 
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Yang Lian 


In June of year four of Devine Beginning (AD 1624), Left Deputy Censor General Yang Lian 
completed a memorial, in which he charged Wei Zhong Xian, the supervising eunuch of East 


Yard with twenty four crimes. 


In this scathing treatise that has become well-known in history, Yang Lian one by one 
enumerated Wei Zhong Xian’s crimes, from suppressing dissents, persecuting honest and 
loyal officials, conspiracy, to killing innocent people. It included all and didn’t miss any 
possible crimes in the world. It was also truthful and convincing. There was blood in every 


word. 


It seems Wei Zhong Xian was indeed a rare talent. In just a few short years, his bad deeds 
spanned across different professions and product types. It’s really not easy to get all the bad 
things done so thoroughly. 


This was Yang Lian’s last repulse. It would be better seen as an expression of anger than 
repulse. He knew very well, by now, in the entire court, from the Cabinet to the six ministries, 
Wei Zhong Xian’s cohorts were everywhere. In ordinary circumstances, as soon as the 
memorial was submitted, it would end up in the hands of the Party of the Castrated. By then, 


it would simply become a piece of waste paper. 


Yang Lian was upright but he was not tactless. To ensure he would be able to handle 
adverse situations, he readied himself with two ideas. 


Once he finished the memorial, he didn’t follow the normal procedure to send it to the 
Cabinet. Instead, he carried with it himself and waited for the arrival of the next day. 


On that day, the lord emperor would appear in the Court. Then Yang Lian would bring out 
this memorial and in his own words expose Wei Zhong Xian’s crimes. 


In a thinly fogged morning, Yang Lian, with the memorial in his pocket, went to the Court. 
By now, except very few people, no one knew his plan and what he was going to do. 


But when he arrived at the great hall, he received a piece of amusing news. The emperor 
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had issued an order that there would be no court today. 


His taut nerves suddenly loosened. Yang Lian saw the final life and death battle had to be 
delayed by a day. 


Well, I’ll have to try tomorrow. 


But just at the moment when he was about to go home, he suddenly realized there was a 


problem. Then he changed his mind. 
Yang Lian walked to the Gate of Apogees and, following the protocol, handed his 


memorial to the official who was in charge of handling documents. 


At the moment when he handed over the document, Yang Lian was already certain soon 
this memorial would be on Wei Zhong Xian’s desk. 


He made this choice because he had no other choice. 


Yang Lian was a careful and meticulous man. He knew despite very few knew the matter, 
there was no certainty that there wouldn’t be a traitor among them. If by chance the matter 
was exposed, Eunuch Wei’s conduct meant it would not be an impossibility Eunuch Wei 
would not send an East Yard agent to get him murdered. 


I can’t wait any more. Regardless when Wei Zhong Xian sees it or if he spits on it, I can 


wait no more. 


The first method didn’t work. Yang Lian wasn’t able to evade Wei Zhong Xian by 
presenting his memorial directly to the emperor. In fact the memorial indeed fell into Wei 
Zhong Xian’s hands. 


Wei Zhong Xian knew the memorial was about him. But he didn’t know how it was 


written because he was illiterate. 
Then he got someone to read it to him. 


But the eunuch, who was an unconscionable doer of all evils, on hearing only half of it, 


stopped the reading and fell into a ghastly terror, instead of a hysterical anger. 


Wei Zhong Xian was frightened. The domineering and powerful Eunuch Wei was 


somehow frightened. 


According to history record, Eunuch Wei’s face turned ashen and his hands trembled 
uncontrollably. For a long time he didn’t utter anything. 


He was no longer the old eunuch who stood before Yang Lian and was severely tongue 
lashed. 


Now he had the Cabinet and the six ministries in his hands. He even controlled the special 
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agents. He thought he had become invincible. 


But not until when Yang Lian stood in front of him again, did he realize he still feared the 
man, despite that the man was alone, helpless, and penurious. It was a fear that was deep from 
his bones. 


The extreme fear completely disrupted Wei Zhong Xian’s mind, which was now 
dominated by only a single idea: I can absolutely not allow the memorial to fall into the 
emperor’s hands! 


The memorial was easy to handle. A word from Eunuch Wei would be enough to suppress 
it. The emperor wouldn’t have cared anyway. But the problem was Yang Lian was the left 
deputy censor general, a senior government official. As soon as the emperor went to the Court, 
he would be able to meet the emperor and expose everything. 


What to do? Wei Zhong Xian mulled hard for a long time and then came up with an idea 
that was really not an idea: prevent the emperor from going to the Court. 

In the next three days, the emperor didn’t go to the Court. 

But the idea was really a stupid one. After all, the emperor was a young man. By the fourth 
day, he balked and insisted on going to the Court. 


Wei Zhong Xian became exasperated. If the lord emperor wanted to have a court session, it 
wouldn’t do by preventing it from happening. Having no other alternatives, to quell public 
concerns, somehow he managed to get the emperor to take a walk around the great hall, 
surrounded by nearly a hundred eunuchs summoned by him. 


In addition, he specifically told people that no one would be allowed to speak. 


In summary, his strategy was to first stall off the momentum of the matter and he would 
settle the score with Yang Lian later. 


Upon learning the emperor had been absent from the Court session for three days and 
witnessing the comical parade, Yang Lian was not surprised. He had already predicted the 
progress of the matter. 


As soon as his first idea failed and he was forced to deliver his memorial, he already had 
the second method ready. 

Although Wei Zhong Xian withheld Yang Lian’s memorial, surprisingly, the document 
seemed to have attained wings. In just a few days, throughout the government, except the 
emperor, almost everyone had got a copy of it. Some idiots even composed songs using the 
words and sang in public, which thoroughly embarrassed Eunuch Wei. 


Yang Lian brought the good traditional practices of the East Wood Party into full play. 
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Without waiting for the review and approval of his superiors, using schools and sermons as 
the main channel, he made Wei Zhong Xian’s despicable conducts widely known. And in just 
short a few days, the result was everyone knew it. 


For example, there were several hundred students in the Imperial College. Cheers erupted 
when the students saw the memorial. Students stopped studying and spent every day copying 
the twenty four crimes. They copied until their hands tired and then they distributed the 
copies. 

No doubt, the people who suffered from Wei Zhong Xian’s tyranny rushed on to copy, 
redistribute, and recite it, which became the most popular work at the time. It was said at the 
height of it, even the paper used for books was in shortage. 


Zuo Guang Dou was one of the few who knew the inside of the matter ahead. Now he 
didn’t want to fall behind. He wrote a joint memorial with the remaining East Wood officials 
excoriating Wei Zhong Xian. Even some old retired gentlemen joined the fray. In days, 
documents impeaching Wei Zhong Xian from all over the country arrived one after another 


and heaped up high enough to bury Wei Zhong Xian and erect a monument over it. 


Seeing that the revolution had gained momentum, many former comrades from the Party 
of the Castrated also felt restless. They feared the changing situation would run over them. 
Some of them defected and turned back to scold Eunuch Wei. Wei Zhong Xian was thoroughly 
humiliated. 


Reality showed that people’s outrage against Wei Zhong Xian was like the endless 
tumbling river water. Even the emperor in the deep palace had heard of it and got Wei Zhong 
Xian over for questioning. By now, the matter could no longer be concealed anymore. 


Yang Lian never thought his angry action would have produced so great an impact. It 
seemed to him if it progressed like that, his big work would be accomplished, which meant 
Wei Zhong Xian’s certain death. 


But one man disagreed with Wei Zhong Xian. 


Before he wrote the memorial, to ensure his hit would be on the mark, Yang Lian had 
communicated his idea with several key figures of the East Wood Party such as Zhao Nan 
Xing and Zuo Guang Dou. But there was one man he didn’t inform and the man was Ye Xiang 
Gao. 


From the beginning to end, Ye Xiang Gao had been the ally of the East Wood Party. In 
addition, he was the first secretary and the final force to suppress Wei Zhong Xian. But Mr. 
Yang chose not to tell him, in obvious defiance. 


Ye Xiang Gao had more than once expressed the following opinion to Yang Lian: 
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To deal with Wei Zhong Xian, a head on attack wouldn’t work. 


Ye Xiang Gao thought Wei Zhong Xian had a deep rooted base. He occupied a high 
position. In addition, he had the nurse (Wife Ke) in the inside and the special agents (the East 
Yard) in the outside. The current strength of the East Wood Party would not be enough to 
bring him down. 


But Yang Lian thought Ye Xiang Gao’s opinion was the archetypal defeatism. 


Regardless how strong Wei Zhong Xian is, he is just a eunuch. The men under him are just 
a mob. As long as forces are concentrated on Wei Zhong Xian and we beat him down, the men 
of the Party of the Castrated can be all bagged up. Social orders and world peace will be 
upheld. 


Not only that, since ancient times, evil has never triumphed over good. 


Evil is destined to lose! Based on this assumption, Yang Lian believed he was right and Wei 


Zhong Xian would eventually be destroyed. 


History has proved countless number of times it was a right assertion that evil had never 
been able to defeat good. But Yang Lian didn’t see there was a precondition for that theory, 


time. 


Actually, most of the time, except against such invincible forces as Superman and Batman, 
evil often defeated good. Those good, kind, and honest men had often been afflicted with 
unequalled sufferings. For example, redressing the wrongs on Yu Qian, Yue Fei, and others 
had taken many years. 


Only the vicissitude of time is able to wash away all the filth and sweep off the dust on 
people’s eye lids and let them see the martyrs’ unparalleled brilliant lusters that would not go 


off for thousands of years. 
Yang Lian would be the next martyr. 
Unfortunately, although Ye Xiang Gao’s words were not dulcet to the ears, he was right. 


There was no chance to get rid of Wei Zhong Xian with the current strength of the East Wood 
Party. 

The one who decided their loosing fate were neither the nurse nor the special agents, but 
the emperor. 


Yang Lian wasn’t a fool. He knew he could count on neither the officials nor the eunuchs. 
He bet all of his hopes on the emperor. He hoped His Majesty the emperor would be furious. 
The best hope was Eunuch Wei would be split asunder by five horses and his body parts 
would be thrown to dogs. 
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Unfortunately, Emperor Divine Beginning, on whom Comrade Yang Lian placed his hope, 
couldn’t be counted on. 


Ever since there had been emperors, there had been big-time emperors, feckless emperors, 
and neither big-time nor feckless emperors. But Emperor Devine Beginning was a special kind. 
He was a carpenter. 


As an outstanding carpenter, the Accomplished and Peaceful Father of Ming was a man 
who possessed great professionalism. He often toyed with the structures in the palace. 
Specifically, in the years under his reign, there were often construction projects in the palace. 
The architectural designs, constructions, supervisions, and inspections were all done by the 
lord emperor himself. 


Even more peculiarly, the purpose of those projects was also simple. Once a project was 
completed, it would be demolished. After the demolition, there would be another project. All 
these were done for the purpose of endless demolitions and constructions. In summary, those 
works were all just for fun. 


Those were large projects. Comrade Devine Beginning had also done small gadgets. 
According to history records, he had built a wooden model, in which there were mountains, 
rivers, and men. It was said there were mechanisms that controlled the wooden men, who also 
were movable. It was purely handmade and comparing to the modern day electronic toys, it 
would be as good if not better. 


To validate his prowess, he had also put his works to sell on the market. It was said those 
could fetch nearly a thousand ounces of silver, which was equivalent to hundreds of 
thousands of yuans. If it was today, the fellow would already be rich without even working as 


an emperor. 
But unfortunately, he was the emperor. 


Great Ming had countless number of carpenters but had only one emperor. Regardless if an 
emperor went to work as a carpenter or a carpenter went to work as an emperor, everything 
would be a mess. 


Of course, in many books the emperor was described as an imbecile who tended neither to 
state affairs nor politics. But that was not right. Although he handed his power to Wei Zhong 
Xian and neither read documents nor run the government, he knew what was going on. 

For example, Eunuch Wei, being certain that the emperor didn’t want to run things and 
loved carpentry, would always pick the time when Carpenter Zhu was most engaged with his 


work to report important matters. Of course Carpenter Zhu wasn’t happy. He waved his hand: 
what’s the reason for having you here? 
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With such words in his hands, Eunuch Wei surely was ecstatic and did whatever he 
wanted with impunity. 


But following these words, Carpenter Zhu would always add one more sentence: do a 
good job and don’t fool me! 


On the surface the sentence meant, you don’t fool me. But the underline meaning was, I 
know you may try to fool me. 


Actually, the carpenter was aware of some of Wei Zhong Xian’s various bad deeds. But to 
him, a man would be a bad man if he treated him bad, regardless how good the man was; the 
man would be a good man if he treated him well regardless how bad the man was. 


Based on this idea, he deeply trusted Wei Zhong Xian. Even if he didn’t trust him, there 
was no need to get rid of him. 


Ye Xiang Gao recognized this point. He was certain just the memorial would not be enough 
to finish Wei Zhong Xian. 


Another wise man of the East Wood Party, Huang Zun Su, had also asked the same 


question after the event took place: 


“He who attempts to purge the men around his sovereign must have support from inside, 
does Lord Yang have?” 


What this says is, if you want to fix the men around the emperor, you have to have support 
from inside. Of course you can also do it without such support, just like Zhu Di the macho, 
who led thousands of men to confront the emperor in a deadly clash. He fought all the way to 
the capital and could kill anyone he wanted to kill. 


Yang Lian didn’t have the support and he wouldn’t be able to do it. 


But he was still confident. The strong public response to his memorial and the surging 
momentum convince him truth and justice were on his side. 


But power was not on his side. 


On the fifth day after the memorial was submitted, the matter began to derail from Yang 
Lian’s track and took on the track that had been predicted by Ye Xiang Gao. 


The bottom line 


The embattled Wei Zhong Xian was getting desperate. Facing waves of attacks coming 
toward him, he found no countermeasures. Out of alternatives, he had to go to Han Kuang, an 
official in the Cabinet and an East Wood, to plead for mercy. 


Han Kuang’s reply to him: no reply. 
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The official ranked the highest in the East Wood Party besides Ye Xiang Gao made no 
response to Eunuch Wei’s plea. There wasn’t even a refusal, not to mention consent. 


The attitude convinced Wei Zhong Xian if he was soon going to be dragged out and 
finished later, among those who would spit on his body, this man had to be the first a few in 


line. 


Unlike Han Kuang, Ye Xiang Gao was rather tender. He had indicated there was no need 
to completely destroy Wei Zhong Xian. As long as he would stop and wash his hands, it 
would be enough. 


Such a stance was referred by many historians as evidence of Ye Xiang Gao’s defeatism and 


pessimistic thinking. Some even put him in to the category of the Party of the Castrated. 
Those who held such a view were all Monday morning quarterbacks or armchair generals. 


In the current situation, it was not just out of politeness for Ye Xiang Gao to say there was 


no need to push for complete annihilation. In fact complete annihilation was impossible. 
The next progression of the event was a perfect confirmation of this point. 


After being refused, Wei Zhong Xian abandoned all imaginations. He finally saw the East 
Wood men would not tolerate and would not accept all those bad things he had done. 


Good and evil cannot coexist. Then fine, I’ll pull everything into the darkness. 


Wei Zhong Xian immediately went to another person, the person who would be able to 
change everything. 


In front of the emperor, Wei Zhong Xian expressed deep griefs. He started crying as soon 
as he entered while saying: 


“There are people now want to hurt me. They also want to hurt the emperor. I can’t take 


the heavy responsibility. Emperor, please fire me.” 


The trick that mixed truths and lies and implicating the emperor was not a skillful one, but 


it was practical and was Eunuch Wei’s essential tactic. 


Seeing the crying Wei Zhong Xian, the emperor said one sentence and it disrupted Eunuch 


Wei’s entire plan. 
“T heard someone impeaching you, what's that about?” 


On hearing this, Wei Zhong Xian knew he was finished. He had withheld Yang Lian’s 
memorial and exhausted his wits in trying to block the information. But the carpenter still 
managed to know it. 


About Carpenter Zhu, Wei Zhong Xian knew well. Although he had his hands off on 
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matters, he was definitely not an idiot. Given where the matter stood now, he had to tell the 


true story. 


He admitted the existence of the memorial and took the opportunity to solemnly denounce 
his enemy’s slander. 


But His Majesty the Emperor didn’t seem to care much about Eunuch Wei’s personal grief. 
He said only one sentence: 


“Where is the memorial, let me read it!” 


These words once again sent Eunuch Wei to an abyss. In this memorial, Yang Lian had 
listed a lot of things, such as his persecution of the inner palace concubines, which even 
included murdering pregnant concubines, as well as training soldiers without authorization 
and conspiracies. 


The emperor didn’t need to care about corruption and taking bribes. But the emperor 


would be mad if the emperor’s wives were hurt or someone trying to take the emperor’s seat. 


Not only that, he indeed had done these things. So as long as the emperor investigated, 


they would be confirmed. 


The memorial was brought over. Just when Wei Zhong Xian’s mind was nearing collapse, 


he heard the emperor’s command: 
“Read to me.” 
Wei Zhong Xian smiled. 
He was reminded of an important thing, the emperor was almost illiterate. 


It would seem to be cruel to say that the emperor’s education was almost at the same level 
as that Eunuch Wei’s, but it was a fact. The bottom line is, it was all the fault of Ten Thousand 


Seasons for making Divine Beginning a quasi-illiterate. 


For decades Ten Thousand Seasons didn’t declare a crown prince, which made the crown 
prince’s mind unsettled for decades. He couldn’t even sure of his own future, how could he 
take care of his son. If he didn’t even take care of his son, how could he take care of his son’s 
education? The back and forth disturbances made Divine Beginning a carpenter. 


Now he couldn’t read it. Instead he had to have someone read for him. 


Wei Zhong Xian saw the man who would be reading the memorial. He was certain the East 
Wood Party would die without even a burial place. 


The reader was Wang Ti Qian, the seal keeping eunuch of Inspectorate of Rites and his 
confidant. 
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The twenty four crimes enumerated by Yang Lian shrank when coming out of Eunuch 
Wang’s mouth. To ensure the lord emperor didn’t have to worry much, all those charges about 
his wives and his personal safety were omitted. Some of Eunuch Wei’s disgusting personal 
conducts were also skipped, out of kind considerations. 


Once the document had been read, the lord emperor was confused. It seemed Eunuch Wei 
wasn’t that bad. Why are people so angry? 


But it doesn’t matter. Any way there are no serious problems. I have carpentry work to do. 
Let it be so. 


He said to Wei Zhong Xian, you keep doing your job, no big deal. 
Wei Zhong Xian was fully relieved. 


Just as Ye Xiang Gao said, just and morality wouldn’t be enough to defeat Wei Zhong Xian. 
The only thing that could subdue the rascal was real power. The only man who had the real 


power was the emperor. 


Now the emperor had expressed his opinion, there would be no suspense about the 


outcome of the matter. 


In October of year four of Divine Beginning (AD 1624), Wei Zhong Xian, having grasped 
the reality, finally raised his butchering knife. 


In the same month, without any prior indication, the emperor issued decrees, which 
admonished Zhao Nan Xing, the minister of personnel, of partisanship for personal gains. 
Then the emperor issued more documents criticizing Yang Lian, Zuo Guang Dou, Gao Pan 
Long, and others. Then straight to the point, a summary was issued trampling all of them 
down and all was directed at the East Wood Party. 


What was certain was that the lord emperor wasn’t in the loop about these events. His 
lordship was illiterate and he was too busy on carpentry. Considering the unique 
circumstances, to ensure the persecution of honesty was forcefully executed, in exceeding his 
authority, Eunuch Wei had taken ownership of all the imperial decrees. 


The momentum had changed and everything had become unsalvageable. 


In the same month, the dejected Zhao Nan Xing, Yang Lian, and Zuo Guang Dou resigned 
and went home. The East Wood Party disintegrated. 


There was only one man left, Ye Xiang Gao. 


Ye Xiang Gao remained calm. From the very beginning to the end, he had been keeping a 
very low profile. When Wei Zhong Xian was in trouble, he didn’t trample on him. When Wei 
Zhong Xian was back in power, he didn’t resign. He knew he would be the last hope of the 
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East Wood Party. 
I must hang on and wait for the opportunity to strike back. 
But he was mistaken on one point, Wei Zhong Xian’s character. 


Wei Zhong Xian was a rascal. A rascal had no principle. He was not Liu Jin and would not 


leave Li Dong Yang there to dig a grave for him. 


A few days later, Ye Xiang Gao’s residence received a bunch of uninvited eunuchs. Every 
day they shouted and quarreled at the door of his home so that he wasn’t able to sleep. Seeing 
the situation was helpless, Ye Xiang Gao had to resign. 


Two days later, Cabinet Grand Academician Han Kuang resigned. Wei Zhong Xian’s non- 
biological son Gu Bing Qian succeeded as the first secretary. The Cabinet fell. 


The East Wood Party was defeated. It was a forlorn defeat. Following the tradition, the 
only option for those who were kicked out of the government was to retire and go home. 


But this time, Eunuch Wei provided them with a second choice, total annihilation. 


Eunuch Wei was not a politician. He was a roguish rapscallion. When politicians hurt 
others, they would stop after their opponents’ reputations had been damaged. When roguish 
rapscallions hurt others, they wouldn’t stop until all the enemies were totally annihilated. 


Kill all those who had lost the ability to resist. That was Wei Zhong Xian’s character. 
But to make that happen, there was some difficulty. 


The Great Ming was after all a society ruled by laws. To get rid of someone, there had to be 
some convictions. At least there had to be some excuses. But even after Eunuch Wei had 
reviewed all the records on Yang Lian and others, nothing could be found against them, on 
either personal conduct or financial matters. 


In their own actions the East Wood men at least proved one point: they might be narrow 
minded or biased, but they weren’t corrupt and didn’t receive bribes. They didn’t abuse their 
power against the people. All of their actions were for bettering the lives of ordinary people 
and for the future of the country. 

Eunuch Wei didn’t care about lives or future. What he cared about was how to put the East 
Wood men to death legally. He couldn’t just nab them and beat them to death. The East Wood 
men were all famous. The public pressure would be too great. To obtain confession by 
arresting and torturing them also wouldn’t work. They were all well-known tough nuts. It was 
a tough job. 

Thus another man entered Wei Zhong Xian’s view. He was convinced from this man he 


would be able to find his opening. 
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Although he was in prison, Wang Wen Yan still could clearly discern the change in the 
world. Liu Qiao was gone. Wei Zhong Xian’s loyal bastard, one of the Five Tigers, Xu Xian 
Chun succeeded his position. Previously he had good food and drink. Now he had neither 
food nor drink. There were more and more interrogations and the atmosphere became worse 
and worse. 


But he didn’t know it was only the opening of the door to hell. 


Wei Zhong Xian understood the East Wood men were clean and no faults could be found. 
But this Wang Wen Yan was an exception. Ever since he entered the government, he grabbed 
money when available and took bribes when offered. He was well acquainted among the men 
of both East Wood and Eunuch Parties. He wasted no time mixing himself among daemons. 
He was unprincipled. As long as confessions could be obtained from him about Yang Lian and 
others’ corruption, the East Wood Party would then be completely destroyed. 


On Wang Wen Yan, who was an opportunist at ease on both left and right, it didn’t seem 
difficult. 


In year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1625), Xu Xian Chun received Wei Zhong Xian’s 
order and began questioning Wang Wen Yan. 


History records show Xu Xian Chun was probably a man with a distorted psyche. Not only 
did he enjoy cutting off prisoner’s hyoid bones, he also conjured up various kinds of torturing 
devices. For example, he hung a prisoner by his humerus, which was punctured by iron hooks. 
Or he would use iron brushes doused in salt water to brush the prisoner, whose skin would 
come off accompanied by the prisoner’s horrible screams. The so-called interrogations were 
pure tortures. 


After the first interrogation, Wang Wen Yan’s body was already covered by wounds and 
he was half dead. 


But Xu Xian Chun didn’t want to give up. Afterward he conducted second, third, and 
dozens of other interrogations. Even when his physical strength couldn’t sustain his 


interrogation any longer, he still savored it. 


Regardless of his beating, insulting, and questioning to force Wang Wen Yan to make 
confession about the East Wood Party’s crimes, the obscure little guy always repeated the 


same sentence: 

“T don’t know.” 

Regardless how many times he was beaten, tortured, and viciously questioned, that was 
his only reply. 

When Wang Wen Yan’s nephew bribed the guard and saw Wang Wen Yan in his 
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misshapen body, he could not prevent his tears from running down his face. 
But Wang Wen Yan said to him in a calm tone: 
“Don’t cry. I’ll die. But I’m not afraid of dying!” 


Xu Xian Chun was exasperated. Among the many bastards, he was the one trusted by 
Eunuch Wei, who assigned such an important task to him. To ensure he wouldn’t disappoint 
his eunuch daddy, he had to continue his interrogation. 


Finally, one day, amid the beating, Wang Wen Yan, hanging on his last breath, in a very 


weak voice said to Xu Xian Chun: 

“What do you want me to confess? Tell me, I’ll confess.” 

Xu Xian Chun was ecstatic. He said: 

“Tf you just tell me that Yang Lian accepted bribes and make it an official testimony, I'l let 
you go.” 

After a momentary silence, a weak but resolute voice sounded: 

“In this world, there is no bribe taking Yang Lian.” 

Six years ago, he joined the East Wood Party, not for pursuing a cause in justice, but for just 
earning a living. 

Wang Wen Yan, the vagrant who roamed streets, the cunning county magistrate, the 
money chasing man, and the shrewd aristocrat, in order to survive in the ugly world, spent his 


entire life in hypocrisy, suaveness, and cheating. His every choice was the result of interest and 


compromise. 


But at the last moment of his life, he made his final choice: affronted by darkness, he would 


not retreat. 
Even if it costs my life, I’Il not regret. 


Xu Xian Chun had run out of his ideas. He decided to use an even more shameless way to 
resolve the problem. He would falsify a confession. 


On this issue, Xu Xian Chun once again displayed his twisted psyche. He falsified the 
confession while torturing Wang Wen Yan. His intention was obvious: I’m making up your 
confession right in front of you, what can you do? 


But while he was proudly making up the confession, from the dark corner, the badly 
wounded man breathing his last breath sounded his voice: 


Wang Wen Yan, the undaunted East Wood man, shout out his angry condemnation to the 
dark world using all of his last remaining strength: 
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“Don’t lie. Even when I’m dead, Ill still confront you!” 
Those were his last words in this world. 


These words tell us that Wang Wen Yan, the power pursuing and interest dominating 
slyboots, refused alluring and chose ideal, and eventually became an upright and unselfish 
man, after bobbing up and down in officialdom for decades amid years of intrigues. 


Blood stained letter 


Xu Xian Chun was frightened. He was afraid of Wang Wen Yan’s curse. Thus he found a 
solution, kill Wang Wen Yan. 


Being confronted after death was only the secondary concern. If he was allowed to live and 
he denied, the next step of the plan couldn’t proceed. 


In April of year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1625), Wang Wen Yan died in prison. He 


never gave in. 


In the same month, Wei Zhong Xian began the next step of his plan. Yang Lian, Zuo Guang 
Dou, Wei Da Zhong, and other East Wood men were arrested. The charges against them were 
taking bribes and the man who offered the bribes was Xiong Ting Bi, who had been executed. 


The evidence was of course the so-called confession by Wang Wen Yan. In this shameless 
document, Yang Lian was charged with accepting bribes of twenty thousand. Zuo Guang Dou 
and others all took shares. 


The trial began. As the main subject, Yang Lian was the first to be interrogated. 
Xu Xian Chun brought out that falsified testimony and asked: 

“How did Xiong Ting Bi bribe you?” 

Yang Lian replied: 


“Even before Liaoyang fell, I had written to impeach this man. After he was defeated, how 
could I have helped him to get out of prison? All documents are still there and can be used as 


evidence.” 
Xu Xian Chun was at a loss for words. 


Apparently Guard Xu was adept at intrigues behind scenes, but he was not quite good at 
face to face blabbering. Given he would not be able to utter words in silence, the only thing he 


could do was to metamorphosing in silence: 
“Apply torture!” 


It was followed by Yang Lian’s reaction: 
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“What torture? It’s just death!” 
Xu Xian Chun wanted him dead, but he had to find a reason for his death. 


The beatings were applied as planned, which were done regularly once every five days. 
Every beating was carried out until no more would be possible. Yang Lian’s lower jaw became 
loose and his teeth were knocked off. But he offered no confession. 


Then Xu Xian Chun applied the steel brush. After several rounds, there was not a single 
piece of skin untouched on Yang Lian’s body. History record says: “skin and flesh are tattered 
like threads.” 


But “denunciations never ceased”. Yield not, even to death. 


Once, after a round of harsh torture, Yang Lian went back to his cell and wrote A Letter to 
the Revered General Yue. 


In this document, there were neither useless complains nor angry curses. He says: 

“T know this is my final trip. I accept my fate.” 

He says: 

“Myself and my family are nothing, but the country, the great body, and the great force 


have suffered much.” 


In the dark prison cell, suffering horrendous inhuman torture and indescribable pains, 


struggling at the precipice of death, he harbored neither hatred nor anger. 
He held no misgivings and was at ease. His thought was on the country. 


After countless number of failed attempts, Xu Xian Chun finally realized it was absolutely 


impossible to get this man to admit his guilt. 
When framing didn’t work, murder had to be employed. 


Wei Zhong Xian understood very well Yang Lian was a formidable enemy and could 
absolutely not be released. No matter what, he had to be killed and the killing must be done 
under absolute security. 


Xu Xian Chun received the order. He expressed his confidence Yang Lian would die in his 
prison in total silence. The wrongs and tortures he suffered would forever remain unknown. 


And that was indeed the reality. Throughout the government people only knew Yang Lian 
had been arrested for financial misdeeds. Beatings and tortures were never heard of. 


On this point, Yang Lian also understood. He would face death. But he didn’t want to die 
in anonymity. 


In the unlit prison cell, Yang Lian used his trembling and nearly crippled hands from 
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beatings to write a letter of two thousand words, the last letter of his life. In this letter, he 
wrote down the truth of the matter and his difficult life. 


The letter was written but it was of no use because it couldn’t be sent. 
To ensure Yang Lian’s death would stay in obscurity, Xu Xian Chun added more men, who 


often searched Yang Lian’s cell. Barring from any accident, the letter would eventually fall into 
Xu Xian Chun’s hands and became the stove fuel. 


Yang Lian gave the letter to Gu Da Zhang, an East Wood man, who was arrested at the 
same time. 


Gu Da Zhang accepted it. But he also could not send it out. He was a key prisoner among 
the East Wood men, if Yang Lian was killed, he would also not be able to escape death. The 
letter was also too important and anyone hiding it would be a serious offender. One by one 
people declined, no one dared to accept it. 

Even more troublesome was when a guard was searching the prison cell, he discovered the 


letter. Gu Da Zhang now had no other recourse. 
He faced the prison guard and calmly told everything. Then he waited for his fate. 


After a momentary silence, he saw the guard took the letter without showing any emotion 


and calmly told him: this letter of last words will never fall into Wei Zhong Xian’s hands. 

The letter of last words was initially hidden behind the shrine of Guan Yu. Later it was 
buried underground at the corner of the cell. After Yang Lian was killed, the guard took it out 
and eventually made it public. 

Regardless of time and place, there is always justice. 

In July of year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1625), Xu Xian Chun put his murder plan in 
motion. 

There could be no evidence. He couldn’t use a knife to cut or stab with a dagger. There 
couldn’t be obvious damages to the exterior. 

Xu Xian Chun used a copper hammer to smash Yang Lian’s chest, which broke almost all 
of Yang Lian’s ribs. 

But Yang Lian didn’t die. 

Then he followed up by using the most famous method in the prison to kill prisoners, 
heaping bags on the prisoner. 


Heaping bags on the prisoner was the method of choice to kill prisoners. It was used only 
to handle those prisoners who weren’t quite easy to kill but had to be killed. The actual 
procedure was: fill a bag with dirt and heap it on the prisoner’s body when he was asleep. 
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According to Fang Bao, a famous scholar of the Tongcheng school of thoughts in Qing dynasty 
and had been jailed in a dark prison, basically the prisoner would surely be dead in the 
morning if the bag had been placed on him in the previous evening. The quality was assured. 


But still, Yang Lian didn’t die. Every evening, when a dirt bag was placed on him, it 
worked much like a blanket. The next day, he dusted it off and stood up again. 


Failing to obtain a confession was one thing, failing to kill the man was quite another thing. 
Xu Xian Chun was almost crazy. 


Then the crazy man went for a crazy method. 
He ordered to have Yang Lian’s ears nailed with nails. 


I don’t know how it was done. But I only know it was not something that could have been 


done by a human being. 


Yang Lian, with nails in his ears, still didn’t die. But there could be no more exceptions. The 
inhumane tortures and the nails inside his ears inflicted heavy damages on Yang Lian. His 


senses began to get murky. 


Yang Lian knew he didn’t have much time to live. He bit his finger and in his blood he 
wrote done the final words to this world. 


By now Yang Lian was on the verge of death. He no longer had the strength to hand the 
blood letter to Gu Da Zhang. In that silent night, relying on his tenacious determination, he 
dragged his wounded body and using his trembling hands, he hid the blood letter in the 
pillow. 


Let it end. Yang Lian smiled and waited for the end. 


Xu Xian Chun came. To describe his turpitude and shamelessness is already far beyond the 


capacity of human languages. 


Looking at the man with a staunch belief and tenacious life, Xu Xian Chun was truly 
frightened. His ribs were all smashed, yet he didn’t die. He had been put under dirt bags, and 
he didn’t die. Nails were nailed inside his ears, and he still didn’t die. 


Xu Xian Chun, overcome by fear, decided to use the last and the cruelest method. 
The night of July 24 of year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1625). 

Xu Xian Chun drove a big nail into Yang Lian’s skull. 

This time miracle didn’t occur again. Yang Lian died right away. He was fifty four. 
A great martyr thus completed his glorious life! 


Yang Lian was hoping his blood letter would be found by his relatives after his death when 
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they collected his belongings. 
But it was destined to be a broken dream because Wei Zhong Xian also recognized that. 


To ensure evidence was destroyed, he ordered a thorough search of everything Yang Lian 
left behind and nothing would be missed. 

Obviously, Yang Lian didn’t hide it well. During the search, a guard easily found the blood 
letter. 

He was very pleased and thought to use it to earn a reward. 

But once he read through the blooded last words, he changed his mind. 

He hid the blood letter and brought it home. When his wife knew it, she was very nervous 
and asked him to hand it out. 

The warden ignored her plea. He simply held the blood letter tightly, cried, and repeated 
these words: 

“T’m going to keep it so that later I can use it to redeem my sin.” 

Three years later when the truth was revealed, he took out this blood letter and showed it 
to the world. 

It reads: 

“Humane and righteous, yet die in prison, methinks not a proper burial place. Regret not to 
heaven. Gripe not to humanity. Being an official of the state, I have the duty to serve the 
emperor as entrusted on me. Confucius said: if one is entrusted to care for the orphaned 
sovereign, one must not deviate from his mission. With this firm belief, finally I have earned 
the right to meet the late emperor in heaven and face the two Grandfathers and ten Fathers in 


the demesnes of the empire, which lasts forever! Laugh out loud, laugh out loud, and keep 


laughing out loud. When a knife hacks wind, nothing touches me!” 


He didn’t know how long he would live. He didn’t know who would read it. He didn’t 
know if his reputation would be restored. He also didn’t know if this blood letter would be 
discovered. 


Deprived of hope, only complete loneliness and hopelessness was with him. 


That was what Yang Lian, ribs broken, wrote in the dark, gruesome, and dreadful prison at 


the most hopeless moment. Hope and light glistened in every word. 


Beatings and inhumane tortures subdued his body but failed to overcome his will. During 
the entire time, he had always held his belief, the belief that he wrote down in his letter of last 
words and the sublime, glorious, and only belief: 
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“Tam willing even if my body is totally shattered and my carcass fed to vermin. I just want 
my country strong, my sovereign wise, and the world at lasting peace. It is a stubborn belief 
that I am obsessed with even to my death.” 


I have been asked, you have read all the history, what you know is all about emperors, 


ministers, and aristocrats, what do all these mean to you? 


Even in a thousand years, had there been anyone, who desired no wealth, no position, and 
no fame, yet thought only about the world and the country, took caring for the people as his 
duty, willingly endured humiliation, willingly endured suffering, and yet feared no death? 

I replied: There has been a man, who desired no money, no wealth, no fame in history, 


possessed gallant heroism, and held his belief when faced to a horrendous death. 


Yang Lian, for thousands of years, you will live forever! 


Chapter Seventeen 


Martyrdom 


Teacher 
Zuo Guang Dou lived only one day more than Yang Lian did. 


As a senior official of the Censorial Council, Zuo Guang Dou was also a key target of Xu 
Xian Chun’s torture. Not a single punishment suffered by Yang Lian was missing from being 
applied to Zuo Guang Dou. 


And his reaction was the same as Yang Lian’s. No retreat and no submission. 


Although he had been beaten so badly that he could have died at any moment, Zuo Guang 
Dou didn’t care at all. He refused to be subdued. 


If he didn’t care, someone cared. 


Zuo Guang Dou’s townsmen started raising funds and attempted to get him out, at least 
save his life. When the attempt failed and no refund issued, his relatives and students tried to 
visit him in prison, hoping they would be at least permitted to see him one more time. 


But that request was also denied. 


Finally, by summoning every skill he possessed, one of his students managed to get a 
guard bribed and entered the prison. 


He changed to tattered clothe and disguised himself as a garbage man. Not until he groped 
in the dark cells of the Prison by Decree for quite a while, was he finally able to reach to Zuo 
Guang Dou’s cell. 


Zuo Guang Dou was sitting because his legs had been shattered. When his student came to 
visit him, he showed no surprise because he actually didn’t know. His face had been damaged 
by irons and he couldn’t even open his eyes. 


His student was shocked. He knelt down, held his teacher, and sobbed uncontrollably. 


Zuo Guang Dou heard the cry. He woke up. In his emotions, there was neither surprise nor 


lament. There was only anger, an extraordinary anger: 
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“Fool! What is this place and you dare to come here? The country is in already such a bad 
shape. It doesn’t matter if I die. But you are so reckless. If something happens to you, who is 
going to take care of the country in the future?” 


The student was dumb struck. 


Zuo Guang Dou’s anger grew more intense. He groped the shackles on the floor and acted 
like he was going to toss it. Then he said his final words: 

“Why don’t you leave? If you don’t go, I’ll kill you before those evil men get you!” 

Facing the most tender threat in the world and with tears in his eyes, the student quickly 
withdrew. 

Before his death, in his own action, Zuo Guang Dou taught his student the final lesson: 

A man should adhere to his belief and never waver until death. 

On July 25 of year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1625), Zuo Guang Dou was murdered in 
the prison. He was fifty one. 

Twenty years later, Yangzhou. 

Shi Ke Fa, the minister of war in Nanjing, cabinet grand academician, and the top key 
official of Southern Ming, stood atop the city wall looking at the Qing army in the distance 
outside of the city. It was February of year one of Magnificent Glory (AD 1645) of Southern 
Ming. 

The snow was heavy. But Shi Ke Fa had been outside the whole time to plan and deploy 
troops. Several times his subordinates urged him to go inside to stay away from the snow but 
he always gave the same reply: 


“T can’t be someone who doesn’t deserve to be the student of my teacher!” 


Shi Ke Fa did what he was expected to do. What he did would be enough to make his 
teacher feel proud. 


After Zuo Guang Dou died, among the East Wood men who were imprisoned at the same 
time, one after another, Wei Da Zhong, Yuan Hua Zhong, and Zhou Chao Rui were murdered. 


Gu Da Zhang was the only one remained alive. 


Gu Da Zhang at the time was the associate minister of rites, which was a department level 
position. Among the six he was one who didn’t occupy a significant position. But he had a 
strong backing. His teacher was Ye Xiang Gao. In addition, he was usually active than others. 
This time he was also arrested as a key figure. 


Six were arrested. All other five were dead and he remained alive. It was not because his 
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position was high, but because he had been at a very special position, manager of Ministry of 


Justice. 


A manager at the Ministry of Justice was equivalent to present day’s director at the 
Ministry of Justice. Coincidentally, his office was in charge of prison management. The guards 
at the Prison by Heaven run by the Ministry of Justice and the Prison by Decree run by Guards 
in Brocade had all been his subordinates. 


Now the old boss was in and met his old employees. It was much like someone accosted by 
some highway robbers. They saw each other. Oh, you are my elementary school classmate and 
we had received punishment together. That makes it hard for me to do harm. Yikes, brother, 
you go in and I’m not going to be in this deal. Next time you be careful and don’t loiter into 
my territory again. 

In addition, Manager Gu had been a kind man. He took care of the prison wardens and 
guards. When he was in the prison initially, guards all saluted and were very polite to him. 
Except the routine tortures done by the scum Xu Xian Chun, he didn’t suffer more. 


But after the other men had been killed, his position became dangerous. After all, there 
have been six and five of them are now dead. It just doesn’t seem right to have one remaining 
alive. More importantly, these horrendous inhumane tortures must not be known to the public. 
If he is allowed to get out of the prison, then when he brandishes his brush and writes 
something, the people of the country will all know. The public pressure will be immense. 


Actually, Xu Xian Chun and Wei Zhong Xian indeed wanted to get Gu Da Zhang 
eliminated and it would be the better the faster it was done. The day when Gu Da Zhang went 
to lament his griefs to the King of Hell was not far. 


But in this world, accidents always happen. 


Usually, prison administrators had wide connections. Especially in high grade prisons like 
the Prison by Heaven and Prison by Decree, the ones got in here, except ones like Dou’e and 
the honest and loyal, all were of some proficiency or special skills. Perhaps some bigshot 
bandits were not rare to see. 


We have reasons to believe that Gu Da Zhang knew some men of this sort. 


In the beginning of September when the resolution to have him executed was just passed, a 


prison guard already knew it. 
But the guard didn’t tell the news to Gu Da Zhang. Instead, he told another man. 


The name of the man was not known. People addressed him as Swashbuckler Yan. He 
mingled himself in the prison. But he was neither a prisoner nor a guard. He loitered there 
every day. It was said he got in voluntarily. For several months no one bothered him. 
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It was not known how he managed to get there and neither was it clear why no one 
inquired about him. But the only reason that he got there was to save Gu Da Zhang. It was also 
unclear why he wanted to save Gu Da Zhang. Anyway, he got in. 


Once he got the information about the execution, he didn’t panic. He only went to the 
guard who informed him and asked him a question: 


“Tl give you some money. Will you be able to delay a few days?” 
The guard asked: 

“How many days?” 

Swashbuckler Yan said: 

“Five days.” 

The guard said: 

“Yes.” 

Five days later, the guard came to see Swashbuckler Yan: 


“I’ve done all I can do. Five days are over. I can’t guarantee Gu Da Zhang’s life tonight. 
What are you going to do?” 


Swashbuckler Yan wasn’t nervous: 

“There’s going to be a turn for the better tonight.” 

The guard thought Swashbuckler Yan was dreaming. He laughed and left. 

Hours later, he received an order to escort Gu Da Zhang to the Ministry of Justice. 
Before he was able to recover his senses, Xu Xian Chun came again. 


Xu Xian Chun hurried over and took Gu Da Zhang out of the prison. Then in a serious tune 


and expression he said: 
“In a few days, you’re going to be back!” 
Then he hastily walked away. 
Gu Da Zhang was very happy. 


As an old timer in the officialdom, he very well understood the hidden message in what Xu 
Xian Chun said. He was about to be out of the prison and Xu Xian Chun could do nothing 
about it. 


That was because the Guards in Brocade and East Yard were all police agencies and not 
judicial agencies. If the case was transferred to the Ministry of Justice and tried openly, it 
meant Xu Xian Chun and others would lose control of it. 
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Apparently they were under pressure. 


But he didn’t know why they couldn’t get it done and what kind of pressure they were 


under. 


It is a very puzzling question. Eunuch Wei’s power weighed over the world. Even Wang 
Wen Yan, the most able connection builder, had died in his hands. But Swashbuckler Yan 
came out of nowhere and got the matter resolved. It’s really something hard to understand. 


Gu Da Zhang didn’t know the answer. The guard didn’t know the answer. Xu Xian Chun 
perhaps also didn’t know the answer. 


Swashbuckler Yan knew. But he didn’t tell me. Thus I also don’t know. 


Previously I have described many such behind the scenes intrigues. Toward these sort of 
things that only ghosts knew the answer, my attitude is, if I don’t know, I just say don’t know 
and I’m not going to speculate. 


I would like to be able to speculate, because this sort of black box maneuvers are deducible. 
For example, back then the Lord Historian Mr. Sima Qian was quite capable of speculating. 
When the first emperor of Qin died, his lordship wasn’t present when Li Si and Zhao Gao 
conspired to get the crown prince murdered. To him it was an event that took place nearly a 
hundred years ago. Heaven knew, you knew and I knew. Yet he was able to even deduce the 
actual conversation. It has been thousands of years and no one says his guesswork was wrong. 
After all, the matter was later indeed carried out like that. 


But this matter was too complicated. Xu Xian Chun was powerless and Eunuch Wei didn’t 
interfere (or he couldn’t interfere). When they discussed the matter they didn’t invite me. I just 
don’t want to dare to speculate. 

Regardless of the truth behind the matter, Gu Da Zhang was released. After suffering 
dozens of days of miserable torture, he finally got out of the hell. 

In theory, once the case was transferred to the Ministry of Justice, it would be in Gu Da 
Zhang’s world. But in reality, it was not so. 

Li Yang Zheng, the minister of justice, had also defected to the Party of the Castrated. If 
even the lord minister had done that, it meant Lord Gu would be powerless. 

On September 12 of year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1625), there was a joint trial at the 
Ministry of Justice. 


Li Yang Zheng surely didn’t betray his reputation as a member of the Party of the 
Castrated. Right at the opening, he admonished Gu Da Zhang and ordered him to make a 
confession. Even more absurdly, the indictment he held was what Xu Xian Chun gave him and 
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not even a single word was changed. Gu Da Zhang was almost even able to recite it. When 
Minister Li misread it, once a while Lord Gu corrected him. 


The trial proceeded in a very simple manner. Minister Li wanted Gu Da Zhang to confess 
and Gu Da Zhang refused. He also gave his reason for the refusal: 


“T cannot accept your frame-up on behalf of the dead men.” 


Minister Li fell silent. He knew the former subordinate of his had been wronged. But he 
still came up with his verdict: 


The six men, Yang Lian, Zuo Guang Dou, Gu Da Zhang, and others, accepted bribes and 
colluded with frontier officials. The penalty was beheading. 


It was a really menial decision because five of the six mentioned in the written judgement 
were already dead. In fact Gu Da Zhang had been singled out purely as an exercise. First he 
was severely beaten in the prison. Then once the beating was done, he was sent to the Ministry 
of Justice in order to justify the beating. 

The situation took a dramatic turn for the worse. Even Swashbuckler Yan panicked. In one 
of the nights, he went to Gu Da Zhang and told him the situation was not good. 

But unexpectedly, Gu Da Zhang wasn’t nervous at all. On the contrary, in a calm voice, he 
revealed a secret to Swashbuckler Yan. It was the secret about his release from the prison. 

The next day, in the courtroom of the Ministry of Justice, Gu Da Zhang made public his 
secret. 

Gu Da Zhang confessed. His confession included the following points. Yang Lian’s death, 
Zuo Guang Dou’s death, Xu Xian Chun’s methods of torture, Yang Lian’s final words, 
inhumane torture, and shameless murders. 

Now, the Ministry of Justice knew it, the Court knew it, and the world knew it. 


Wei Zhong Xian didn’t understand, Xu Xian Chun didn’t understand, and even 
Swashbuckler Yan didn’t understand Gu Da Zhang chose to remain alive to this day despite 
enduring much humiliation and torture was not because he hoped for a miracle, nor was he an 


opportunist. 


He wanted to be dead a long time ago, to die together with his five comrades who chose 
righteousness over life and die in glory. But he must not die. 


At the moment when Yang Lian handed him the last words to him, his life no longer 
belonged to him. He knew it was his duty to remain alive. It was his duty to tell everyone in 


the world what had happened here, the evil ugliness, and the glory of righteousness. 


He endured and waited until he was out of prison not because he wanted to live in 
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humiliation but he wanted to live in eternity. 
Just like what he said to Swashbuckler Yan in that night: 


“T want to let the world know the names of the murders. When justice comes, none of them 
will be able to escape!” 


“T now can close my eyes.” 
That was really his true purpose. 


He had achieved it. For us who are living now, we are able to know everything happened 
back then. 


A day later, using his damaged hand (three of his fingers had been beaten off), he wrote his 
last words. On the same day, he hung himself. 


Yang Lian, I have accomplished the important task you assigned to me. 
“T now can close my eyes.” 


Thus, Yang Lian, Zuo Guang Dou, Wei Da Zhong, Yuan Hua Zhong, Zhou Chao Rui, and 
Gu Da Zhang had all been murdered. In history, the event is known as the Imprisonment of 


Six Gentlemen. 


By now, at this point of the show the bad guys have to take a break even in the most 
obnoxious and vulgar TV series. 


But Wei Zhong Xian had to be a reactionary in a super class. He also made another murder 
list. 


In this list, there were the names of seven men. They were Gao Pan Long, Li Ying Sheng, 
Huang Zun Su, Zhou Zong Jian, Miao Chang Qi, Zhou Qi Yuan, and Zhou Shun Chang. 


The seven fellows were said to have been in high positions but really not. All they had 
done was they scolded Eunuch Wei a little harsher. But Eunuch Wei fixed his eyes on them 
and was determined to put them in a tour group and send them to the King of Hell. 


Having finished the Six Gentlemen, it would not be a problem at all to finish Seven 


Gentlemen. 


Eunuch Wei, indomitable and buoyed with success, thought he had become invincible and 
he could do everything with impunity. 


Wei Zhong Xian was wrong. 


In a rather ridiculous Hong Kong movie, some master repeatedly said something that is not 
so ridiculous: if one pursues everything to the end, his fortune will dry up early. 


In the beginning, things went smoothly. Although East Wood men had lost their power, 
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they still had their integrity. They neither evaded nor fled and waited at home to be arrested. 
Li Ying Sheng, Zhou Zong Jian, Miao Chang Qi, and Zhou Qi Yuan were arrested in 
succession. They were even very pleased to depart. 


In their view, being arrested by Wei Zhong Xian for adhering to one’s principle was a 


glorious honor. 


Gao Pan Long went even further. Before the agents of East Yard even arrived, he already 


departed, by killing himself. 


On the night before his arrest, he dressed up and put on his hat, kowtowed to the north 
and jumped into water. 


Before he died, he left his final words behind: may I be dead but not insulted. 


Among the seven, Gao Pan Long was the left censor general of Censorial Council. Li Ying 
Sheng, Zhou Zong Jian, and Huang Zun Su were all censors. Miao Chang Qi was the moral 
instructor at the Imperial Academy. Zhou Qi Yuan was the imperial inspector of Yingtian. The 
obscure one had to be Zhou Shun Chang. 


This Mr. Zhou had been an assistant to the associate minister of rites. In terms of seniority 


and influence, he was a little guy. But it was him that started the change of events. 


Zhou Shun Chang, courtesy named Jing Wen, was a distinguished scholar of year forty one 


of Ten Thousand Seasons. He hated all things evil. 


About this Fellow Zhou, there was a story that was both hilarious and sad. When he was 
an official at a local government, he was invited to see a play. In the begging everyone was 
happy. But half way through the play he suddenly became enraged. Before the eyes of the 
entire audience, he jumped up to the stage, grabbed and beat the actor. Then he left. 


The actor was beaten because on that day he played Qin Hui. 


It was said when The White Haired Woman was played, while the play was in progression, 
there was a sudden gunshot from the audience and Comrade Huang Shi Ren was killed. It 


seemed it was a tradition from history*. 
If he would not tolerate Qin Hui of hundreds years ago, of course he would have no 
problem with not giving a pass to the contemporary Wei Zhong Xian. 


In fact initially there was only six in the list and Zhou Shun Chang was not in it at all. He 
became a candidate because when Wei Da Zhong travelled there he had invited Mr. Wei to his 
home to dine. They even became in-laws. When the agents of East Yard wanted to get him out 


*! The White Haired Woman was a play written in the 1940s during the Sino-Japanese war at the Chinese Communist Party’s 
headquarters in Yanan, Shaanxi. The translation here seems to be ridiculous but it is how the author has written it in Chinese. 
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of the way, he said: 


“Don’t you know that there are men in the world who are not afraid of death? Go back and 


tell Wei Zhong Xian, my name is Zhou Shun Chang and let him come get me!” 


Then when East Yard came to arrest Zhou Qi Yuan, he emerged again and lashed out 
against Wei Zhong Xian. That made Eunuch Wei unhappy and men were sent to arrest him. 


Zhou Shun Chang was from Wu County of South Zhili, which is present day Suzhou of 
Jiangsu. Zhou Shun Chang was honest in conduct and his family was poor. But he placed a 
high value on friendship and often helped others, which earned him good reputation among 
the locals. 


The East Yard agents probably didn’t know the local circumstance. They also felt Suzhou 
people were rather genteel and would be easily bullied. As soon as he arrived they played 
unwritten rules by asking money from Zhou Shun Chang’s family. They also announced if 
they were not paid, they would have Zhou Shun Chang finished on the way. 


But unfortunately Zhou Shun Chang indeed didn’t have money. He was also open-minded. 
He also announced he would not pay a penny, what are you going to do to me? 


But people wouldn’t take that. They began to raise money. Some poor families even 
pawned their clothes. All they wished was that East Yard would be a little lenient. 


The lead East Yard agent on this mission was Wen Zhi Bing, who had to be the bastard of 
bastards. His greed was unlimited. He raised the price and demanded more. 


That had to be too absurd. But to ensure Zhou Shun Chang’s safety, people chose to bear 
with it. 
The next day, to protest the arrest of Zhou Shun Chang, Suzhou’s shops went on a strike. 


If it was another wise man in the situation, upon spotting the trend, he would have fled. 
But these agents were simply too ignorant (or too stupid). Their activities didn’t abate at all. 
They still openly bullied the people. To ensure they would not cause more troubles for Zhou 
Shun Chang, they chose to bear with it again. 


A day later, people of Suzhou poured out to the streets to send Zhou Shun Chang off. The 
mass numbered dozens of thousands and the county government building nearly collapsed. 
Mao Yi Lu, the imperial inspector, was thoroughly frightened. He asked people to express 
their opinions peacefully. Then he was advised it would be unwise to offend the people, Zhou 
Shun Chang should not be arrested, and a memorial should be written to offer a fair 


explanation. 


Mao Yi Lu was a timid man. He was afraid of offending the people. But he of course was 
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also afraid of offending Wei Zhong Xian. He mulled but didn’t venture to utter a sound. 


That was basically how it would look like when a heap of dry firewood could become a 


conflagration. Thousands of angry and menacing people were waiting for a spark. 
Then Mr. Wen Zhi Bing bravely stepped forward and shouted: 
“The East Yard is here to arrest him. You rats dare to resist?” 
The fire was ignited. 


They extorted, refused to do their part after receiving money, bullied the people, and now 
dared to threat the people in front of thousands. If a man could be so foolish to such an extent, 


people didn’t need to endure anymore. 


After a momentary calm, a man came to the front of the people and asked Wen Zhi Bing a 


question: 
“Ts it Wei Zhong Xian’s order to arrest the man?” 


The man who asked the question was an obscure man at the time and later his name was 


remembered in history. His name was Yan Pei Wei. 


Yan Pei Wei was a commoner, a commoner without power and prestige. Once Agent Wen 


knew his identity, suddenly he became furious: 
“Tm going to cut your tongue! What if it’s the East Yard’s order?” 


He wore his official attire and had weapon in his hands. He thought the commoner Yan Pei 


Wei, who was not armed, would be frightened and retreat. 
But he was mistaken. 
Yan Pei Wei raised his arm and shouted: 
“T thought it’s an order by the Son of Heaven. Actually it’s from the dogs of East Yard!” 


Then he seized the vile, shameless, and arrogant special agent. He kicked and punched to 
vent out his rage. 


Wen Zhi Bing was stunned by the attack. But other agents reacted swiftly. They drew out 
their knives and were poised to kill the outrageously bold man. 

But what they saw next was a scene that would make them in terror for the rest of their 
lives. Thousands of outrageously bold men started to rush toward them. 


The lambs that had been previously allowing themselves to be slaughtered now had 
become vicious wolves. They rushed on and savagely beat anyone they could lay their hands 
on. Because there were too many people, those who were near perhaps could step their feet on. 
Those who were a little far had to take off and threw their shoes in (hint: people at the time 
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liked wearing wooden shoes). 


The East Yard men went mad. They had been spoiled as overlords when even senior 
officials would tremble when seeing them. Now these commoners dared to resist. The contrast 
was so big that many of them weren’t able to get their minds around. For a long time they 
stood dumbfounded. 


But they were trained professionals. Facing the reality, they quickly completed their 
thought struggle and identified their escape routes. They scattered and ran in all directions. 
Some of them ran into houses of the local residents. Some of them jumped into latrines. One of 


more skilled managed to jump to the roof beam of a house. 


To be honest, I think the man who went atop the roof had some mental problems. The 


people were not wild animals. Don’t you think they can climb trees? 


On this kind of mentally retarded man, people used a better and simpler method. A 
ferocious round of kicks managed to shake the beam, which resulted in the fall of the man, 
who was immediately beaten to death. 


Relatively speaking, another East Yard agent’s end was much worse. He had been kicked 
down to the ground. But before he was able to react, he was stomped to death. For his death, 
there was no way to even identify the perpetrators. 


It was praiseworthy residents of Suzhou were not only courageous, they were also tactful. 
All the agents were seized and beaten. But except a few, others were half dead, but not killed. 


They vented their anger without bringing troubles to Zhou Shun Chang. 
Once they finished beating the agents, they were still not satisfied. They went to look for 


imperial inspector Mao Yi Lu to settle the scores. 


Actually it was unfair to Inspector Mao. He was just carrying out an order. He was also 
timid. He was so frightened he had to escape into a cesspool. Not until local officials came out 
to plea on his behalf and restored order, was the stinky Inspector Mao fished out of the 


cesspool. 


In this incident, many East Yard agents were so badly beaten that they fainted. Many were 
permanently disabled and suffered psychological traumas. It was said that some of them, after 
returning to the capital, could only stay in small dark rooms. They feared light and noise and 


lived like having contracted rabies. 
Angers were vented but troubles also became bigger. 


The East Yard went to execute an arrest. But not only was the man not arrested, there were 
also a few casualties. The humiliation suffered by Eunuch Wei was unheard of. There hadn’t 
been such sort of incident for hundreds of years. 
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Conventional thinking would see bloodbath coming. But within days passed, there wasn’t 


even a word, not to mention retribution. 
Eunuch Wei was also truly frightened. 


After the incident when Wei Zhong Xian learned the seriousness of the matter, he panicked. 
He immediately gave First Secretary Gu Bing Qian a torrent of tongue lashing. He said he 
actually didn’t want to do the arrest. I did it because of your stupid idea. Now here we are and 
what do we do? 


Wei Zhong Xian’s intention was obvious. He didn’t want to take the blame and wanted Gu 
Bing Qian to take it. But Lord Gu was not an ordinary sort. He kept kowtowing but refused to 
talk. When he went back, he cited illness and refused to come out. 


Eunuch Wei ran out of ideas. After some deliberation, all he could do was to escort Zhou 


Shun Chang to the capital and didn’t pursue the people involved. 


At least that was what was said. A few days later, when Gu Bing Qian saw the situation 


was eased, he jumped out again and stated he would investigate the matter. 
Before he acted, some already surrendered. 


The men who surrendered were the five leaders of that day. They voluntarily went to 
imperial inspector Mao Yi Lu and told him they took responsibilities for all they did, no one 
else was involved, and that innocent ones should not be implicated. 


The names of the five men were: Yan Pei Wei, Yang Nian Ru, Shen Yang, Zhou Wen Yuan, 
and Ma Jie. 


Among the five, Zhou Wen Yuan was Zhou Shun Chang’s palanquin man. The other four 
had never met Zhou Shun Chang and had no connection with him. 


Several days later, Zhou Shun Chang was escorted to the capital. He was tortured by Xu 
Xian Chun and died but not subdued. 


Several months later, Zhou Shun Chang’s coffin was sent back to Suzhou for burial. People 
were excited. To quell the mass, Mao Yi Lu decided to execute the five men. 


On the day of execution, the five men were serene and calm. 

Shen Yang said: No regret! 

Ma Jie laughed loud: 

“We are being murdered by the treacherous Wei and the Party of the Castrated. Can’t say 


we will not be remembered by history. Let’s go, go!” 


Yan Pei Wei laughed: 
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“You guys take it easy, yours truly is leaving!” 
Then they courageously met their death. 
After the five died, the famous Ming writer Zhang Pu was moved by their gallantry. He 


wrote an essay and it’s known as Tributary to the Five. Four hundred years later, it was 
included in the middle school Chinese language text of the People’s Republic of China. 


“Alas! Amid the disaster created by the Castrated, among those from the gentry class, in 
the whole wide world, how many adhered to their principles? Born as plebeians, the Five 
never learned the teachings of the classics. Yet gallantly and undauntedly they met their death.” 
— from Tributary to the Five. 


Yan Pei Wei and Ma Jie were merchants. Shen Yang was an agent at a trading firm. Zhou 


Wen Yuan was a palanquin man. Yang Nian Ru was a fabric store owner. 


Don’t assume little ones possess no power; Don’t assume the humble ones command no 


respect. 


Between weak ones and strong ones, there is only one difference, which is in resoluteness 


in adhering one’s beliefs. 
The heroic actions of the five commoners directly led to two results: 


One, Wei Zhong Xian was terrified. He and his Party of the Castrated were greatly shocked. 
In the jargons of history books, it laid the foundation in public for the demolishment of the 
clique of the Castrated. 


Relatively speaking, the second result was an unintended byproduct: the last survivor of 


the Gentlemen of Seven was spared. 


It was not because of his high intellect that allowed him to get everything under control or 
Wei Zhong Xian was too afraid to arrest him that allowed Huang Zun Su, one of the two big 
brains of the East Wood Party was able to survive. Actually it was something that even Yan 
Pei Wei and others didn’t know that among the men who got beaten, there were a few 


innocent fellows. 


Actually on the day of the riot, when the agents tasked to arrest Zhou Shun Chang were 
confronted by the people, there was another team stopping by Suzhou on their route to arrest 
Huang Zun Su and these men were also special agents. 

Huang Zun Su was a native of Yuyao of Zhejiang. To go to Yuyao, naturally they had to go 
through Suzhou and they were caught up in the incident. 

It was really unfair. These men neither made nor extorted for money. They were just 


passing by. But because the people were too much excited and too aggressive, they attacked 
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anyone dressed in East Yard’s uniform and they were attacked together. 


They were after all special agents and they reacted quickly. As soon as they saw a group of 
people dashing toward them, they immediately ran away, despite they didn’t know what was 
happening. When they were hotly pursued, urgency made them to jump into river, which 
allowed them to escape from a calamity. 


But when they emerged from the water, they found something bad had happened. They 
had lost the pass card. 


The so-called pass card was like a personal identification card plus arrest warrant. Given 
the circumstance, if they went over there without the pass card, it would be not normal if they 


were able to come back alive. After some deliberation, they decided not to proceed. 


That made Huang Zun Su wondering. He long ago had received the news and he was at 


home waiting to be arrested. But days had passed he had not seen any one. 


But Huang Zun Su was a wise man. A wise man understood this truth, there could be no 


undamaged eggs in a destroyed nest. 
Evading arrest wasn’t going to work. Everyone else has died. How can one man live alone? 


He put on the prison suit and reported to the government. A few months later he was 
tortured again by Xu Xian Chun and died. 


Before he departed, he summoned his family and bade farewell to them. 
Everyone but one was very sad. 

His son Huang Zong Xi calmly said: 

“Father, if you go without return, your son will avenge for you!” 

A year later, in a rather cruel manner, he kept his promise. 


With Huang Zun Su dead, the East Wood Party was destroyed. Gentlemen of Six and 
Gentlemen of Seven had all died as martyrs, not a single one was spared. No one in the world 
would be contending with Wei Zhong Xian again. 


Reviewing the course of defeat of the East Wood Party, one can see its strategy was no 
strategy. Besides indignation, there was still indignation. The lost was complete. The situation 
was basically tilted toward only one sided. The government was Eunuch Wei’s. The emperor 
listened to Eunuch Wei and there didn’t seem any chance of victory. 


Actually, there was a chance, only one chance. 
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Yuan Chong Huan 


An irresolute man 


In the East Wood Party, there was a unique man, who enjoyed both the emperor’s 
confidence and had the sufficient strength to bring down Wei Zhong Xian. He was Sun Cheng 
Zong. 


Upon learning Yang Lian’s arrest, Sun Cheng Zong was furious. He right away decided to 
impeach Wei Zhong Xian. 


But after a moment of deliberation, he changed his mind. 


Sun Cheng Zong was a cunning man. He knew submitting a document would be useless. 
He would not repeat Yang Lian’s mistake. He decided to take a different course. 


In November of year four of Divine Beginning (AD 1625), Sun Cheng Zong started 
marching toward the capital. The purpose of his trip was to meet the emperor and file a 
complaint. 


To an ordinary man, it was not much possible. Carpenter Zhu was in his carpentry work 
every day and rarely saw anyone. He also had Governor Wei to take care of his house and 
help him to decline visitors. To try to meet his lordship was harder than climbing above the 
sky. 

But Sun Cheng Zong faced no such issue. He had been teaching Carpenter Zhu since his 
childhood. Although there had not been much result, the two were close. For several times 
Eunuch Wei attempted to drive a wedge between them in order to get rid of Sun Cheng Zong, 
Carpenter Zhu smiled without replying. He ignored all such attempts because he understood 
what Eunuch Wei was trying to do. 


He was not a fool. He would not be fallen as a victim of such a simple trick and be used as 
a tool. 


Wei Zhong Xian got anxious. He knew very well that Sun Cheng Zong was not a simple 
man. Not only was he cunning and close to the emperor, he also commanded troops. If he was 
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allowed to get into the capital and make a complaint, that would mean the end of everything. 
Even if he failed in getting his complaint heard, he only needed to bring his troops into the 
capital and fight with force. With those good-for-nothings under him, Wei Zhong Xian stood 
with no chance. 


Just when Wei Zhong Xian was so nervous, Wei Guang Wei came to add more trouble. It 
was not known from where the fellow got the information that said Sun Cheng Zong, with 


thousands of men, was coming to the capital to fix Eunuch Wei. 


To illustrate the seriousness of the situation, he also used a vivid analogy: As soon as Lord 


Sun entered the capital, Eunuch Wei would be immediately pulverized. 


Eunuch Wei had become crazy. Without another word, he immediately went to see the 
emperor. He implored the emperor to not allow Sun Cheng Zong to enter the capital. Of 
course his logic was justified: If Sun Cheng Zong came with troops, the emperor would be 
finished. As a loyal official, he had to stop such an immoral act. 


But unexpectedly, the lord emperor wasn’t worried at all. He also comforted Eunuch Wei, 
saying Teacher Sun was a trustworthy man and even if he took troops with him he would not 
hurt the emperor. 

That assessment was sufficient to show the lord emperor was not only not foolish, he also 
had a sense of humor. Despite having being played like a toy, Eunuch Wei could do nothing. 

Having finished his words, the emperor wanted to continue his carpentry work and asked 
Eunuch Wei to leave. But Eunuch Wei wouldn’t go away. 

He knew if he didn’t get a firm answer today, when Teacher Sun came in, perhaps he 
would really end up being pulverized. He began to cry. He also cried in a different form. He 
cried around the emperor's bed. 

In other words, Eunuch Wei stayed at the side of the emperor’s bed and cried ceaselessly. 
When the emperor was at the head of the bed, he cried at the head of the bed. When the 
emperor moved to the end of the bed, he cried at the end of the bed. He cried meticulously and 
tirelessly without respite and would not stop. 

The emperor was human. He had to sleep. The continuous crying bothered him, so he had 
to say something: 


“Tf so, let him go back.” 


These words emboldened Wei Zhong Xian. He immediately sent out an order to order Sun 
Cheng Zong to go back. 


But soon after someone sent him another message and he issued another order: 
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“Tf Sun Cheng Zong enters one of the nine gates, arrest him immediately!” 
The content of the message was Sun Cheng Zong didn’t have troops with him. 


Sun Cheng Zong indeed didn’t bring troops with him. He only wanted to file a complaint. 


He didn’t want to start a rebellion. 


Wei Zhong Xian changed his mind. He wanted Sun Cheng Zong to disobey the order and 
boldly resist by coming to the capital and eventually fall into his trap. 


Actually it was very probable. Everyone on earth knew Eunuch Wei was used to feign the 
emperor's orders. The angry Sun Cheng Zong would surely refuse the unreasonable order by 
entering the gates and then being gloriously arrested. 


But despite he had waited for a whole night, the scene never took place. 


Sun Cheng Zong was furious. He had hastily rushed to Tongzhou but instead he got the 
order to go back. His rage reached the pinnacle. He didn’t hesitate, he went back. 


Sun Cheng Zong was indeed ultra smart. Although he knew Wei Zhong Xian was known 
to feign imperial decrees, the decree ordering him to go back could not be false. 


Wei Zhong Xian knew his relationship with the emperor. When he wanted to see the 
emperor, it was like going to his neighbor’s home. He could come at any time and foolish 
words would not have worked. 


But now given he had received the order, it meant the emperor had heeded Wei Zhong 
Xian’s humbugging. If he proceeded, the result would be unimaginable. Running away was 


the best course. 
Now in front of him were two choices: 
One, go back to sleep and stay quiet in obedience. 
Two, what the heck, take the troops to the capital and get the problem fixed. 


Sun Cheng Zong was almost a flawless man. He knew how to play politics and no one 
could touch him. Militarily he was steady and had a unique and keen sight. He also had 
always been cautious, calculating, and astute. For years he had been the most feared enemy of 
Wei Zhong Xian and Nurhaci. 


But at this moment, he showed the weakest part of his character, indecisive. 


Sun Cheng Zong was a typical strategy minded commander. His habit was that without 
absolute assurance of victory, he would not fight. In the several years he had been in Eastern 
Liao, he had recovered vast areas of land but he rarely fought. 


On the immediate battle in front of him, he was not sure if he could win and he abstained. 
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Regardless if the decision was right or wrong, the East Wood Party had lost the ability to 
make a comeback. 


Thirty years ago, when faced with a dark and sordid reality, Gu Xian Cheng, a head strong 
assistant to the associate minister of personnel, was convinced what was right had to be right 
and what was wrong would eventually be proved to be wrong. Then he decided to create a 
well-organized system in order to uphold justice in the world so as to prevent those at high 


positions from abusing others and allow ordinary people the right to survive. 


For this ideal, he strived for real results and endured criticisms. Starting from his little 
library, through decades of ups and downs, he adhered to the Tradition and Way and never 
gave up until his death. Behind him countless number of his disciples died as martyrs. 


But despite the martyrdoms, little was achieved. 


The East Wood Party, who thought the world was their responsibility, finally lost the 
power to restore the world. 


Actually I don’t like the East Wood Party, these men were all bookish theorists who 
thought highly of themselves, enjoyed empty talks of grand theories, and lacked practical 
abilities. 

When I was little, my history teacher taught us about the East Wood Party and said: the 
East Wood men were not representatives of progress because they were the feudalistic gentry 
class. 


I asked: what is feudalistic gentry class? 

My teacher answered: feudalist gentries were the men in feudal societies of a declining 
force and whose visions were limited and behind their times. Their spirit was definitely not in 
the direction that history was progressing. 

Years later, with my own hands I am turning the pages of history and I see another reality. 

The so-called feudalist gentry class consisted of men like Wang An Shi, Zhang Ju Zheng, 
Yang Lian, and Lin Ze Xu. 


The so-called feudalistic gentry spirit means degeneration and old-fashion. Men were rigid 
and behind their times and refused to be respected. They disdained working men and were 
self righteous. Even when they were poor and had nothing, were misunderstood, and were 
maligned, they still adhered to their principles and beliefs and thought they were duty-bound 
to the world. 


They held the firm belief that their lives would be different from those of the others. They 
were aloof, regardless if they were disliked or not. 
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They firmly believed they had the duty and responsibility since their births to care for 
those who had nothing to do with them, regardless if those people accepted or not. 


They firmly believed at times of crisis, they were required to step forward to defend or 
struggle for their entire lives for those they didn’t know or the ordinary people that they 
would perhaps never know. They didn’t care if those people knew or understood them or not. 


They firmly believed regardless how much darkness and sufferings they had to experience, 
the peaceful and prosperous time, which had been in numerous legends, humbugged 


numerous times, and yet was never seen, would eventually arrive. 


Abandonment 


Sun Cheng Zong was disappointed and went back. Having failed to save the East Wood 
Party, all he could do now was to save Eastern Liao. 


Wei Zhong Xian had tried to get rid of Teacher Sun together. But despite his repeated pleas, 
the emperor refused to give in. Not only that, the emperor also indicated if something 
happened to Teacher Sun, he would be the one bearing the responsibility. 


Eunuch Wei had to give up on the idea. But with Teacher Sun in Eastern Liao with tens of 
thousands of men in command was really something that would not have made his sleeps 
easy. He began to make the situation in Eastern Liao an issue. He also got dozens of censors to 
continuously file complaints against Sun Cheng Zong. 


Sun Cheng Zong could hang on no longer. 
In October of year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1625), he submitted his resignation. 
But none of his repeated requests was approved. 


It was not because Wei Zhong Xian didn’t want him to leave but he really couldn't leave, 
for no one wanted to succeed him. 


Wei Zhong Xian’s idea was the one who ought to succeed as the managing strategist of 
Eastern Liao would have to be Gao Di. 


Gao Di was a distinguished scholar of year seventeen of Ten Thousand Seasons. He was a 
man with some unique capabilities. 


A Ming official, as a distinguished scholar, barring some problems in personal finances, 
after some years, would at least be expected to advance to the fourth grade. What made Mr. 
Gao quite unique was after full thirty three years and having outlived two emperors and 
without personal conduct issues that even by year three of Divine Beginning, he still managed 


to advance to only the position of deputy minister of war, which was not a feat an ordinary 
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person could have achieved. 

Even more admirably, having been a deputy minister for only one year, Mr. Gao retired the 
next year. 

Wei Zhong Xian really didn’t want to use this man. But after some repeated pondering, 
among the members of the Party of the Castrated and having worked at the Ministry of War, 
he was the only one. Demurring no more, he summoned Gao Di and told him: I’m going to 
promote you, you’re going to be the managing strategist of Eastern Liao. 


Mr. Gao had always been a timid man. But this time he became bold. He immediately 
declined: No, I’m not going to do it, even if you kill me. 

To show he was resolute, he knelt down before Wei Zhong Xian and kowtowed hard: I’m 
already old, please let me spend the rest of my life in retirement. 

A sense of emptiness befell on Wei Zhong Xian. 

Having wasted so much energy and spent so much money and doled out so many 
positions, this is the sort of good-for-nothing I’ve got. He became angry: You must go! 

Wasting life until death was not possible anymore. Gao Di dried his tears, summoned up 
his spirit, and went to Eastern Liao to take his job. 

In Eastern Liao, in his own action, Gao Di proved he was both timid and shameless. 

As soon as he arrived, Mr. Gao immediately submitted his first memorial, in which he 


accused Sun Cheng Zong of overstating head count. 


After Sun Cheng Zong’s reorganization, the number of troops in Eastern Liao had reached 
over one hundred thousand men. Gao Di knew this. But the fellow told a blatant lie. He said 
by his count, there were only fifty thousand men and Sun Cheng Zong kept the pay of the rest 
of thousands of men. 

Facing such a serious charge, Sun Cheng Zong gladly indicated he had no objection. 

He also proposed that from now on, the pay requested would be the amount for fifty 
thousand men. 

It meant on paydays, except fifty thousand men, the rest of the thousands of poor soldiers 
had to bring with them their knives to go to Managing Strategist Gao to ask for money. 


Now Gao Di understood why the entire East Wood Party had collapsed but still Sun Cheng 
Zong had not. On being cunning, he was just a starter. 


But Mr. Gao’s bad character was habitual. Having failed to harm the man, he turned to 
harm the place. 


Yuan Chong Huan 


He had always thought extending the line of defense to Jinzhou and Ningyuan was an 
unwise move. How can anyone be so cruel that we have to be at such a dangerous place like 
Eastern Liao, where the Lord Managing Strategist has to be exposed and away from home? 


Better to abandon Eastern Liao and withdraw to Shanhaiguan. Even if the protection of the 
depth is lost and even if the enemy takes those passes and posts, at least I’ve got some time to 
flee. 


Not only was that what he thought, it was also what he did. 


In November of year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1625), Gao Di issued the order to 
withdraw. 


The withdrawals included Jinzhou, Pine Mountain, Almond Hill, Ningyuan, Right Hamlet, 
Tower Hill, Big Ling River, and Little Ling River. All the outposts outside of Shanhaiguan 


were evacuated. 


Men, goods, and materials to be withdrawn included troops, civilians, arms, provisions, 


and everything that could be carried. 
He wanted to go home, and he didn’t want to come back. 


But the people didn’t want to leave. Their homes were here. They had lost a lot and this 


was their only remaining hope. 


But they had no choice because Mr. Gao said they had to leave. “Homes were destroyed 
and land was abandoned. Loud cries shook the sky”. But they had to leave. 


When Gao Di fled, there were no troops chasing him. But his fleeing was just too genuine. 
He ran fast. Seeing their commander-in-chief running away, the little soldiers certainly 
followed by running. The military equipment and provisions that had been accumulated by 


Sun Cheng Zong for several years were all abandoned. 


Years of hard work, over four hundred lis of territories reclaimed, over a hundred 
thousand troops, and hundreds of outposts were all destroyed in an instant. 


All hopes were lost. The East Wood Party had collapsed. Sun Cheng Zong had departed. 
The so-called Guan-Ning Line existed now in name only. The situation had become hopeless. 


Soon Nurhaci’s cavalry would be able to effortlessly trample on this land. 
No one thought about resisting and no one was able to resist. Fleeing was the only option. 
But one man didn’t flee. 
Looking at the scattering people and the uncontrollable disarray, he said these words: 
“T am the governor of Ningqian. I’m going to live and die with Ningqian! I’m not going 


back to behind the Pass. Even if I am the only one left, I’m going to defend this place alone to 
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face the enemy!” 


The governor of Ninggian was the civilian official Yuan Chong Huan. 


Yuan Chong Huan 


Liang Qi Chao said: “Alas, since ancient times there hasn’t been one whose words, actions, 
and life were so intertwined with the fate of a state and the rise and fall of a people. If there 
was such a man, then it had to be General Yuan”. 


There have been disputes about Yuan Chong Huan’s birthplace. His grandfather was a 
native of Dongguan of Guangdong and later migrated to Tengxian of Guangxi. That means 
trouble. Celebrities are resources, which must be grabbed. Dongguan says he was a Dongguan 
native. Tengxian says he was a Tengxian native. Even today, the dispute has not been settled. 


But neither Dongguan nor Tengxian was a good place back then. 


Ming produced many distinguished scholars. But very few of them were from Guangdong 
or Guangxi. According to statistics, seventy percent of them were from Jiangxi, Fujian, and 
Zhenjiang. Specifically, for over two hundred years in Ming, there hadn’t been a single top 


scholar overall from Guangxi. 


Yuan Chong Huan was schooled in Guangxi and he had been schooled since his childhood. 
That was because he was from a merchant family. In that era, merchants enjoyed no good 
social standing. To distinguish oneself, one had to study. 


In terms of intellectual capability, Yuan Chong Huan was not bad. He took part in the 
general exam in Guangxi at twenty three and he became a recommended man. He was very 
proud of himself and celebrated his success by writing several poems. He thought he was a 


man of talent. 
Not until a year later, did he know he was far behind. 
Yuan Chong Huan went to Beijing to test for distinguished scholar. Soon he came back. 
Three years later, he went again. Soon he came back again. 
Three years later, he went again. Soon he came back again. 


Repeat the previous phrase four times and those were Student Yuan Chong Huan’s test 
results. 


From twenty three to thirty five, he tried four times and failed four times. 


In year forty seven of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1619), Yuan Chong Huan finally became 
a distinguished scholar. He had been really lucky. 
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He was indeed very lucky, for his place was the fortieth of third tier. 


In Ming, the quota for distinguished scholars was about a hundred. Admission was based 


on test scores. If he placed at forty of tier three, it meant he almost failed. 


On this point, I specifically went to check the steles at the Imperial College on which the 
names of the distinguished scholars are inscribed. On the stele that has Yuan Chong Huan’s 
class inscribed, I looked for a long time before I found his name, which was located nearly at 
the bottom. 


In that era, such a test score meant at least one’s future was assured. Before him, all those 
who made achievements and protected the country, such as Xu Jie, Zhang Ju Zheng, Sun 
Cheng Zong, and others, were either second or third place in tier one. Even the worst was a 
tier two plebeian meritorious. 


Becoming a general or a minister and having one’s name preserved in history was just a 


dream to Comrade Yuan Chong Huan, a man placed at middle-low of tier three. 


Of course, like so many other successful men (refer to those stories about Zhu Double Eight 
and Zhang Ju Zheng), when Yuan Chong Huan was young, there were also many signs that 
predicted he would have a great future. For example, one day when he went back to home 
from school, he made a stop at a temple of the god of the earth. His spirit was aroused and he 
began to give a lesson to Lord Earth: Lord Earth, why don’t you go to defend Eastern Liao? 


Although I rarely debate with unofficial histories, the degree of absurdity of this unofficial 
history is certainly measurably high. 


Yuan Chong Huan was born in year twelve of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1584). It was 
said that story took place when he was a youth. Even with the greatest generosity on his age, 
assuming he uttered these words at age twenty eight, it would be year forty of Ten Thousand 
Seasons. Mr. Nurhaci didn’t start the war against Ming until year forty six of Ten Thousand 
Seasons. Following this logic, it means not only did Yuan Chong Huan have a great vision, he 
was also capable of predicting the future. 

Nonetheless, there are always people who believe in this sort of stories and there are 
always people who tell these stories, which won’t be hard to humbug people for a thousand 
years. 

For example, a few hundred years back, the famous prophet Nostradamus said at the end 
of the century the entire human civilization would end. His words had been passed on for 
several hundred years. There have been large numbers of books and predictions. Countless 
number of people believed him and governments had to publicly refute the rumors. 


I have studied European history and know relatively well about the old conman. We don’t 
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have to look at several hundred years later. He once told the fortune of the French king 
Charles II. He said: Your Majesty, you are in good health and you'll live to over ninety. 


Charles II was very pleased. Then he died. He was twenty four. 


In summary, given the circumstance, Yuan Chong Huan was certainly a talent (to get 
placed in the top one hundred surely was a talent). But comparatively, he was not an 
extraordinary talent. 


The ensuing event fully explained the point. Because he was so obscure, when the Ministry 
of Personnel assigned jobs, somehow the fellow was overlooked. He was told there was no 
vacancy and was asked to wait another year. 


Yuan Chong Huan had to stay at home and wait for a year. In year forty eight of Ten 
Thousand Seasons (AD 1620), he finally obtained the first official position of his life: the 


county magistrate of Shaowu in Fujian. 


Shaowu is still Shaowu today. It is situated in the northwest of Fujian by the Wuyi 


Mountains. In other words, it’s ina mountainous region. 


In this mountainous county, Yuan Chong Huan worked hard and enthusiastically. There 
were no big achievements to mention about. He had climbed up to the roof of a house of a 
resident to help putting out a fire. Regardless, as a lord of the county, it was not an easy feat. 


What were his other glorious accomplishments? There is no way to know. After all, it was 
only a county and it would be tough to get any good deed done that would shake the earth. 


In year two of Divine Beginning (AD 1622), Yuan Chong Huan received an order. His three 
year tenure was over and he would report to Beijing. 


The moment that would change his fortune had arrived. 


Ming had a rigorous review system of its officials. No need to elaborate the one done in the 
capital, the central review that took place once every six years would be a harrowing ordeal for 
everyone. Regardless if you were from a remote mountainous region or a vast desert, as long 
as you were alive, if it was your turn, you had to report to the governor of your province. Then 


the governor would get everyone assembled and all went together to Beijing to be reviewed. 


Reviews resulted in five grades. Good ones were promoted. Average ones were kept. Ones 
that were a little worse were transferred. Useless ones were retired. Ones who messed up were 
kicked out. 


Yuan Chong Huan’s grade belonged to the first two categories. By convention, the best 
outcome for him would be he would be sent back to Fujian with a promotion. He would 
continue to work slowly up at local levels. 
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But Yuan Chong Huan’s luck was good beyond all bounds. He was not only promoted, it 
was also a position in the capital. 


A man liked him. 
The man’s name was Hou Xun, who was at the time a censor and an East Wood. 


Hou Xun was neither well known nor at a high position. But he was good at evaluating 


people. He would be able to tell a mule from a horse without even having to look at it. 


At the first moment when he met Yuan Chong Huan, he was certain the man was not an 
ordinary man and would be of great use. Yuan Chong Huan himself probably didn’t realize 
this. 


More importantly, despite his low position, he was a censor, who was allowed to write to 
the emperor. He immediately wrote a memorial, in which he said I discovered a man, whose 
name is Yuan Chong Huan and should be kept. 


For the time being the East Wood Party was in power and the lord emperor still tended his 
business. When he read the memorial, he approved it without giving it much thought. 


A few days later, Yuan Chong Huan was informed he would not have to go back to Fujian 
as a county magistrate. From now on, his job would be the director of the Department of Staff 
Officers at the Ministry of War. He would be a sixth grade. 


By the way, the obscure Hou Xun who promoted Yuan Chong Huan had a famous son, 
whose name was Hou Fang Yu. If you don’t know this man, you may want to take a look at 
The Peach Flower Fan. 


What happened next was very well known and was recorded in all kinds of history records. 
Yuan Chong Huan, the director of Department of Staff Officers of Ministry of War was 
suddenly missing. Everyone was anxious about him and went everywhere to find him. Not 
until later was it known that Director Yuan, who just recently took the job, had gone to 
Shanhaiguan for an inspection. 

Part of the story was true and Yuan Chong Huan indeed went to Shanhaiguan. But the 
tricky part was Lord Yuan had gone missing was really not a big deal. There weren’t that 
many people looking for him. Guangning had been just lost. The emperor worried so much he 
cried when he held Ye Xiang Gao by his clothe. It was utterly chaotic. Director Yuan was just a 
director level official, only a devil would care where he went. 


Yuan Chong Huan came back and in one sentence outlined his fate for the following dozen 
of years: 


“Give me soldiers, horses, money, and provisions, and I'll be able to guard this place by 
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1” 


myself 


To utter these words, one had to be really bold. Everyone was certain Eastern Liao would 
be lost and Shanhaiguan would be lost sooner or later. The evil government was looking for 
scapegoats to send there. Garrisoning Eastern Liao was equivalent to being sentenced to death. 
Venturing into Eastern Liao was like venturing into an execution ground. To say these words 
at this time, one was sure looking for trouble for himself. 

That was indeed the truth. As soon as Yuan Chong Huan said these words, he got 
promoted because when the Court heard them, it was very happy. He was promoted to 
adjutant of the Office of Prosecutor General of Shandong, a regular fifth grade, and supervisor 


of the forces in Shanhaiguan as a reward for his courageous spirit in daring to take blames. 


As soon as people heard the news, they all came to send Yuan Chong Huan off, some knew 
him and some didn’t. Some also brought their children with them in order to teach them a 
profound lesson: Look, this man is walking to an execution ground and I dare you to be 
careless with your words! 


Amid sighs of sadness and lament, Yuan Chong Huan jubilantly left. A few months later, 
he met his boss Wang Zai Jin and filed a secret report against him. Then a few months later, he 


met Sun Cheng Zong. 


Hold on a sec, hold on a sec. Before he met these two men, he also met another man and 


this meeting could not be ignored. 


In this meeting, Yuan Chong Huan affirmed a secret. Four years later, Nurhaci’s defeat was 
the result of this secret. 


Before leaving the capital, Yuan Chong Huan went to see Xiong Ting Bi. 


Xiong Ting Bi just got back and was not in jail yet. When Yuan Chong Huan came to see 
him, he didn’t think much of it. In his mind, Director Yuan was just another weenie to go to 
Eastern Liao to get licked. 


Thus he asked: 

“You are going to Eastern Liao. What’s your strategy?” 
Yuan Chong Huan thought for a moment and answered: 
“Stay put and then fight.” 


Xiong Ting Bi jumped up. He got excited because he knew that the man in front of him had 
found the path to victory. 


Stay put and then fight meant to be on defense first and then attack. In simple words, it 
means to get hit first and then hit back. 
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These were really simple words. 

Truths are usually very simple. 

Just like Comrade Mao Ze Dong’s famous military maxim: Fight if winnable, leave if not 
winnable. It is simple but it is very effective. 

For a long time, Ming generals had exhausted their wits in digging trenches, making guns, 
training soldiers, and building fortifications and all they wished for was to stop the advance of 
Later Jin’s army. 

But actually one needed only these simple words to defeat Nurhaci and his dreadful 


cavalry, who had no match in the world. 


It was not that they didn’t know these simple words. It was just that they didn’t want to 
know. 


As a military leader of Great Ming, the Heavenly Dynasty, in order to handle the little 
Later Jin in Eastern Liao, one had to keep fighting, even after losing Iron Ridge, Shenyang, and 
Liaoyang, or even the entire region. 


Even with a hundred thousand dead in Sarhu and sixty thousand dead in Shenyang, one 
still had to attack. 


It was not about intellect, it was about attitude. 


The Later Jin army was nothing but a brigand of looters and Nurhaci was the head of the 
brigand. To deal with men of such sort, how could one behave like a head ducking turtle? 


But Yuan Chong Huan understood Nurhaci’s level of strength meant even if he was 


considered just a robber, he had to be a humongous robber. 
He also understood ones who ducked their heads were not just turtles. Before a venomous 


snake attacked, he withdrew his head. 


Later Jin’s cavalry was formidable. So formidable that Ming cavalry could no longer face it 
in battle. Nurhaci was very smart. He was so smart that very few in the world would be able 


to resist him. 


With such a belief in mind, Yuan Chong Huan came to Eastern Liao and received Sun 
Cheng Zong’s teachings. There, he would grasp the ways to achieve victory, receive help to get 
to victory, and harden his belief in victory. At the same time, the situation also was gradually 
turning for the better. Yuan Chong Huan was certain under Sun Cheng Zong’s command, the 


recovery of Eastern Liao was in sight. 
But all these were doomed to be just imaginations. 


In year five of Divine Beginning (AD 1625), Sun Cheng Zong, whom he trusted and 
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depended on, left. 


Yuan Chong Huan went to send him off and couldn’t restraint himself from crying out. But 


all Sun Cheng Zong could say was: It is what it is now. I won’t be able to do anything. 


Then Gao Di came. Pretty soon, he saw Lord Gao, who, without scruple, losing territory, 
defenses, troops, and civilians, everything he had struggled for in recent years, in order to just 
save his life. 


Yuan Chong Huan didn’t retreat. Although he was only a little obscure soldier and was 
insignificant, he had the ambition to defend his country, the methods to achieve victory, and 
the hardened resolve. 


In last a few years, I have been quietly learning and progressing, until one day, I see the 
hope for victory. 


I am not going to retreat. Even if you have all fled, I’m not going to retreat. 
“IT myself am enough to defend this place!” 

“Along in an isolated city, Ill face the enemy!” 

Now, it was the time to fulfill his promise. 


But the promise was doomed to be hard to fulfill because two months later, he received a 
terrible piece of news. 
On January 14 of year six of Divine Beginning (AD 1626), Nurhaci came, with all he had. 


An analysis of history records shows that the total number of Nurhaci’s force, including the 
old, young, and disabled, was about a hundred thousand. The truly best of his force numbered 
about sixty to seventy thousand. 


Nurhaci’s force was about sixty thousand. It was claimed to be two hundred thousand. 


According to some military experts, this was the strongest cavalry in the world. On this 
point, I tend to agree. 


The reason is very simple: to them, war was a form of entertainment. 
In a half-civilized state, they cared little about poetry, calligraphy, manners, or etiquette, 
traditions and morality, and work. They grew up riding horses. They were courageous and 


fearless. They would fight without mincing words. More critically, their families supported 
them. 


According to history records, when Later Jin horsemen went out to fight, their families 
never shed tears or send them off in lamentations. They never complained against their 


government. Old and young were exuberant. It was like a carnival. Thousands of words 
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congealed into one sentence: grab some more! 


To be honest, I can understand such mentality. There was no industry of any kind, there 
was not much agriculture, neither were they good at trade, what else would they do except 


robbery? 
Thus they came, with the mind set on robbery, sharpened sabers, and confidence in victory. 


Nurhaci was very confident. Earlier, he had been waiting for four years, ever since Sun 
Cheng Zong took the job. 


An outstanding strategist never would risk recklessly. Nurhaci met such a standard. He 
knew Sun Cheng Zong was a formidable man. And he never challenged the man. But now Sun 


Cheng Zong left. 


Back then when Yue Fei was persecuted and killed, at least there was a peace agreement. 
Now when Wei Zhong Xian got rid of Sun Cheng Zong, not only was there no added value, 
there were a lot of gifts sent. The list included Jinzhou, Pine Mountain, Almond Hill, Right 
Hamlet, Tower Hill, the Big Ling River, and the Little Ling River and all the outposts outside 
of the Pass. 


This year, Nurhaci was sixty seven. Based on history records thus far, he had no signs of 
Alzheimer’s disease. He still had a dream. He dreamed of grabbing more population, livestock, 
and territory so that he could strengthen his subjects. 


To be fair, from his point of view, there was nothing wrong with all these. 


Sun Cheng Zong was gone. The Ming army withdrew. Ahead was no-man’s-land. 
Obviously, they had lost their will to fight. 


Forward, advance to places we’ve never been before. Gain victory that we have never 


achieved before. No one can stop us! 


Everything had gone really well. The Later Jin army took all the big and small outposts 
without any cost, until the day of January 23. 


On January 23 of year six of Divine Beginning (AD 1626), Nurhaci came to the suburb of 
Ningyuan and was surprised to discover that the city was defended. Thus he sent out a 


messenger. 
He didn’t hide his pride at all when he wrote these words: 


“T have two hundred thousand with me to take your city. I’ll take it! If you surrender now, 


I'll offer you positions.” 


In this letter, he didn’t mention the name of Yuan Chong Huan, the defending general. 


Either he wasn’t aware of this man or he knew that the man was not worth mentioning. 
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Anyway, in his mind, it was not important if the name was Yuan Chong Huan or Fang 
Chong Huan”, the city would soon surrender and become another tourist spot on the route of 
Nurhaci’s tourist group. 


Three days later, he would forever remember the name Yuan Chong Huan. 


He thought he would have to wait for a whole day. But in the afternoon, the obscure little 
soldier Yuan Chong Huan sent back a reply: 


“This is a place that you didn’t want anyway. Once I have taken it back, I’m surely to 
defend it. How can I surrender?” 


Then a little humor: 


“You say you have two hundred thousand, I know it’s false. You have only a hundred 
thirty thousand. But I don’t mind!” 


32 : 
Yuan sounds the same as circle and Fang sounds the same as square. 
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Determination 


Road to victory 


Nurhaci decided to completely destroy the recalcitrant little city and the unknown little 
soldier who dared to make fun of him. 


He was sure he would be able to do it because it was already confirmed the city was 
isolated. There were no reinforcements from either its front or rear and there wouldn’t be any 
reinforcement. The ones who defended the city was only a general who refused to submit and 
ten thousand isolated helpless Ming soldiers. 


Six years ago, at Sarhu, his force of just over forty thousand men routed the best a hundred 
twenty thousand Ming forces. Even Liu Ting, the famous general who soundly thrashed the 
Japanese in Korea met his death in his hands. 


Now, he had sixty thousand elite troops with him. He had been unstoppable and he came 
to this little city. He was facing a defense force numbered only over ten thousand and an 
unknown little soldier Yuan Chong Huan. 


There would be no suspense about the outcome. 


On this point, both Nurhaci and his four great Beiles, and Ming’s Gao Di, and even Sun 
Cheng Zong, held the same opinion. 


“Comrades, at difficult times, we should look at our accomplishments and brilliance. We 
should elevate our courage” — Mao Ze Dong. 


Yuan Chong Huan believed in brilliance because in his hands he had four weapons that 
would lead him to victory. 


The first weapon was solid defense. In simple terms, it meant to stay in the city. Regardless 
how hard you attack, we’re not going out. If we have to die, we’ll die in the city. 


Although the strategy sounds imbecilic, it is effective. You have sixty thousand and I have 
only ten thousand. Why should I go out and get beaten by you? If you dare, you get in and I'll 
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admit defeat. 
His second weapon was called Red Foreign Gun. 


Artilleries were Ming’s killer arsenal. Back then when they fought against the Japanese, 
they relied on this thing and sent nearly ten thousand devils to the sky. It was an insect 
repellent tool of second to none when killing came with carcass elimination function. 


But if it was used on Nurhaci, it would not much work. The Japanese forces were mainly 
infantry but Later Jin forces were mostly cavalry, which moved very fast. Ming artilleries’ 
firing speed and quality meant before a few shots had been fired, sabers would have already 


arrived. 
Yuan Chong Huan understood this point. But he still deployed artilleries, imported ones. 


Red Foreign Gun was also called Red Clothed Gun. They were pure imports. They were 
manufactured abroad and assembled abroad. 


I am not disdainful of domestic products. But in terms of artillery, foreign ones were better. 
Actually Ming artilleries were ok. Ming enjoyed some technology advantage on small hand 
held guns like the little Firangi. But on large cannon like the Big General’s Gun, problems 


arose. 
It was gun barrel explosion, a technological problem that couldn’t be overcome. 


We all know the guns of that era required gun powder to fire. The heavier the shell, the 
more gun powder was required. If there was too little gunpowder, a shell would have fallen to 
the ground as soon as it was out of the barrel. The most lethal effect of that would be hurting 
someone in the foot. But if too much powder was used, because a gun barrel was an enclosed 
space, there could be an internal explosion and the barrel would explode. 


The philosophical explanation of this is an antinomy paradox that powders were put in the 
barrel but the explosive force was only allowed in one direction (the front). 


How to solve this problem? I don’t know, neither should Yuan Chong Huan. But foreigners 
knew. They made cannon that wouldn’t explode. After going through some hands, they fell 
into the hands of the Portuguese. 

As to the origin of the guns, there are different explanations in history records. Some say 
they were made in Holland. Some say they were made in Britain. Regardless if they were Rolls 


Royce or Phillips, it didn’t matter as long as they were useful. 
It was said there were thirty guns in this shipment. Through the hands of Portuguese 


smugglers, they were sold to Ming. When they were taken for a test fire, one immediately 
exploded (don’t put a blind faith on foreign products). But the remaining ones were good for 
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use. Thanks to Yuan Chong Huan’s request, ten of them were transferred to Ningyuan and the 
remaining ones were left at the capital as decorations. 


Among the ten guns, one would have an inseparable association with Nurhaci. 


To ensure the effective use of the guns, Yuan Chong Huan got help from a man named Sun 
Yuan Hua. By convention, foreign imports would have to be supplied with manuals in 
Chinese. The Portuguese were true to their business. Although they were second hand dealers 
and had no manuals, they provided training. They got a few Chinese and put them through an 
intensive training. Sun Yuan Hua was one of the best students from the Portuguese training 


class. 
Yuan Chong Huan’s third weapon was scorch earth. 


To ensure there wouldn’t be one grain of food and one drop of water left to the enemy, 
Yuan Chong Huan ordered the burning of all the houses and fodder outside of the city. All 
residents were evacuated to inside the city. In addition, he also did something all the previous 
Nurhaci’s opponents didn’t do. He eliminated traitors. 


Nurhaci was a man who liked playing dirty tricks. He was very fond of sending spies to 
coordinate with his attacks. Prior to this, Fushun, Iron Ridge, Liaoyang, Shenyang, and 
Guangning had all been taken this way. 

Nurhaci didn’t know Yuan Chong Huan, but Yuan Chong Huan knew Nurhaci. He 
already learned about such a trick ahead. He organized a traitor removal team, which searched 
for strangers from house to house. Spies found were immediately put to death. He also 
assigned militia men as sentries in the city to prevent spies from causing damages. 

Staunch defense, big guns, and scorching earth, but these were still far from sufficient. 
Nurhaci and his sixty thousand men had already surrounded Ningyuan and it would be 
hopeless to try to find a break. Without reinforcement, even if a staunch defense repulsed the 
enemy; he would still be able to come back. How long could the city sustain itself? 


Thus what took him to the road of victory was the last weapon. 
The weapon was started from an order. 


Once finished with setting up the defense, Yuan Chong Huan summoned one of his 
subordinates and asked him to go to Shanhaiguan to see Gao Di to make a request. 


The man understood clearly he was sent to ask for reinforcement. But he was also confused. 
Mr. Gao ran back faster than a rabbit, how come he would send in reinforcement? 


“This trip will yield nothing. We’re not going to get reinforcement.” 


Yuan Chong Huan calmly replied: 
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“T’m not sending you to request for reinforcement.” 

“Tell Lord Gao, I’m not asking for his support. All I want him to do is one thing.” 
“He will execute any man or officer fleeing back from Ningyuan.” 

The name of this weapon is called determination. 


I have no support from the Court. I have no guidance from my teacher. I have no 
reinforcement from my superior. I have no assurance of victory. I have no hope of survival. 


But I have a firm belief. 


I won't retreat. I will stay here and fight to the last man. Even if I have to die, I’m not going 
to retreat. 


This is my resolution. 


On that day, January 24, the battle was about to begin, Yuan Chong Huan gathered all of 
his subordinates and amid utterances of surprise, he knelt down and saluted to them. 


He candidly told everyone, there would be no reinforcement and no help. Ningyuan had 
been completely written off. 


But I’m not going to give up. I'll stay here until the last moment. 
Then he bit his middle finger and wrote a blood note, in which he solemnly swore his oath. 


I don’t know how soldiers reacted. But I know in that battle, everyone who defended the 
city was an embodiment of courage, resolution, and fearlessness. There were no cowards. 


In the morning of January 24 of year six of Divine Beginning, in a haughty manner, 
Nurhaci issued the order of attack. The massive Later Jin force surged toward the lonely city of 
Ningyuan. 


It must be pointed out the Later Jin army didn’t attack with their naked shoulders. They 
also knew they wouldn’t be able to charge over the city wall on horsebacks. In fact, they had a 
complete set of tactics, which consisted of about three groups of men. 


Whenever they attacked, the Later Jin vanguard was the shields men, which was a special 
force. All shields men moved forward by pushing shield carts. Shield carts were a kind of 
vehicle made from wood. Thick wood planks were covered by several layers of thick ox hides 
dowsed with water. Because wood planks and ox hides are all very tough, Ming fire arms and 
arrows wouldn’t be able to penetrate. These were the first group of men. 


The second group of men was archers, who hid behind the shield carts and shot toward the 
sky by an angle of 45 degrees (to reach the maximum range). No matter if the shots were on 


target or not. Once they finished shooting they would withdraw. 
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The last group was the cavalry. Once the men before them finished their business, they 
would get close and when they charged out, their hackings of men would be effective. 


Countless numbers of Ming armies were defeated this way. Fire arms were ineffective. 
Cavalries were no match against the enemy. The only result was annihilation. 


This time the process was basically the same. Countless number of shields men pushed 
carts forward toward the city. They were sure the Ming troops in the city were no different 
from the previous ones. Fire arms and arrows would be subdued before the ox hides. 


But ox hides were punctured. 


The Later Jin troops carrying scaling ladders hid behind the wood planks and ox hides and 
waited for the moment to get near to the city. But what awaited them were thunderous 
explosions and unknown objects falling from the sky. 


Something worthy of congratulations was that many of them were able to enjoy a full view 


of the city of Ningyuan, in the sky. 


In terrible sounds, the Red Foreign Guns mounted atop of the city walls shot out brilliant 
flames, which sent numerous Later Jin soldiers, along with their smashed shield carts and ox 
hides to the sky, and then hell. 


On the effect of Red Foreign Guns, the descriptions in history records are apt and 


sensational: “it’s like flowers bursting open everywhere and everything is pulverized.” 


At the sound of the first cannon fire, Yuan Chong Huan was not on the city wall. He was 
meeting a foreign friend, Korean translator Han Yuan. 


The loud sound terrified the Korean comrade. He was astonished and looked at Yuan 
Chong Huan but met with a smiling face and three words: 


“They are here!” 


Several months ago, when Yuan Chong Huan decided to defend the city, he already made 
the arrangement for the system of defense. Garrison Commander Man Gui would defend the 
east. Colonel Zu Da Shou would defend the south. Brigadier Zhu Fu would guard the west. 
And Deputy Garrison Commander Zhu Mei would defend the north. Yuan Chong Huan was 
in the middle and commanded at a height. 


Among the four, Man Gui and Zu Da Shou were the ablest. The east and south of the city 
was also the strongest. 

The Later Jin army was tenacious. Despite having suffered a heavy blow, they didn’t give 
up. Trampling on top of the bodies of their predecessors, they continued to move toward the 
city. 
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The main direction they had chosen for their attack was the southwest. 


It was not a good choice. The commander who defended the west was Zhu Fu and the 
commander on the south side was Zu Da Shou. The men who defended the southwest were 
Zhu Fu and Zu Da Shou. 


What was more troublesome was that once the Later Jin troops, over the bodies of their 
comrades, came to the wall of the city, they found themselves in a strange place. 


The way to attack a city was basically that one side set up scaling ladders and climbed up 
hard. Another side threw rocks and worked hard to prevent the men coming up. As long as 
one got a thick skin and hard skull, as soon as he got up there, he would be a winner. 


But this time it was different. The Later Jin troops were surprised to discover that in 
addition to being attacked from the top by cannon, they were attacked from their left, right, 
and even rear. The attacks were from all directions and they had nowhere to hide. It was a 
painful experience. 


The painful problem had puzzled me for a long time. Then I went to Xingcheng (Ningyuan 
at the time) and checked a few maps. Problem solved. 

To put it simply, it is a problem about architecture. 

To fully explain the problem clearly, some diagrams should be drawn. But unfortunately I 


am a poor illustrator and I am too ashamed to embarrass myself. I have to use some Chinese 
characters to explain it. As long as you get it, it’Il be all right. 

We all know ordinary cities are shaped like a square with all sides of equal size. One side 
wanted to climb up and the other side wanted to stop them. This is a generous design. 

A more aggressive design is like the word, when an enemy attacks a city shaped like this, 
if he enters the mouth, he will be attacked from three directions, left, middle, and right. He 


will be miserable. 


This kind of design is often found in the inner city of a big city. For example the front gate 
of the palace in Beijing, and the companion city of the ancient city wall in Xi’an are of such a 
design. 


Or in the city there could be some soldiers. Those who couldn’t afford to fight outside but 
also didn’t want to get beaten built walls this way. Killing enemies would be a thrilling 


experience. 


But not until I had done more research and visited some places, did I know there was no 
limit in design ideas. The city walls of Ningyuan were shaped like the word. 


In other words, outside of the city wall, a gate tower was extended out. With the tower 
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manned by solders, there would be many advantages. For example, when the enemy just 
entered the mouth of the two protruding extensions, the flanks of the enemy would be 
attacked. If the enemy enters the mouth completely, his rear would be under attack. If the 
enemy had not entered, cannon could be mounted on the tower to send the enemy to the sky 


early. 


In addition, the design had another advantage. When the enemy charged onward, this 
thing would be able to divide the enemy into two parts and each part could be attacked 
separately. 


Of course there are also questions. For example, if the tower is built to extend out too far 
and attacked from several sides, then what to do if the enemy concentrated on attacking this 
tower? 


The answer: let the enemy attack, it doesn’t matter. 


The towers were designed to attract attacks. Also my research tells me the towers probably 
had a solid core and there is no pathway under it. Movements of soldiers are done atop of the 
wall. In other words, even if you demolish the towers, you still need to keep gnawing at the 
city wall. You still can’t enter the city. 


I don’t know who designed such towers. I feel this was done by a cruel man. 


Besides on the ground, the Later Jin troops were attacked from the front, rear, left, right, 
and above (the sky) in five directions. The only cover they could find was the bodies of their 


comrades. In an instant, bodies were everywhere and blood streamed. 


But the attackers didn’t retreat. Without accomplishing something, put aside Nurhaci’s 
reputation, without having gotten anything, how could one go back to face his wife and 
children? 

Facing the cruel reality, the Later Jin army rallied. 

Despite the bodies of their comrades in arms flew skyward incessantly, under the cover of 


those bodies, they eventually managed to come to the wall and began to erect scaling ladders. 


But gun fire was just too intense. Rocks were also continuously falling down from the sky. 
Arrows and gun shots were continuously firing. As soon as someone got on to the wall, he was 
pushed off. After repeated tries, their zeal for scaling the wall suffered a heavy blow. They 
decided to change the strategy. They began to drill holes. 


Under the cover of wood planks and ox hides above their heads, they hacked at the wall 
using axe and knives. Their final goal was to puncture the wall. 


It was a tough project. Above their heads there were often projectiles from the sky. They 
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also didn’t have heavy equipment. Digging manually was a very tough job. 
But the actual results showed that their prior successes had not been just matters of luck. 


In the cold January, under fire, by only hacking and scraping, the Later Jin wall diggers 
managed to dig several big holes on the sturdy city wall. According to history records, 
“several places were punctured by holes that were two zhangs* deep.” In other words, holes 
of two zhangs in depth had been dug at three to four places. 


The Ming army had no response. 


It was not that there was no response. But rather there was no way to respond. The guns at 
the city towers were limited by range. Once the enemy got too close to the wall, they would be 
at the guns’ dead angle and gun fire couldn’t reach them. But fire arms and arrows would not 
be able to penetrate Later Jin troops’ ox hides. All they could do was nothing but to watch 


them working busily on their project. 


A city wall of ancient times with a hole that is two zhangs deep would be considered a fatal 
wound. Usually the wall would collapse. But strangely, even with the holes, the wall didn’t 
collapse. 

The reason was the cold weather. It was really cold. 

According to history records, the temperature was about dozens of degrees below zero. 


The foundation of the city wall had been frozen. Regardless of the holes, it didn’t collapse. 


But Yuan Chong Huan was very worried. Lord Heaven was not someone that could be 
counted on. If the work progressed at this speed, soon the city wall would be completely 
punctured. When sixty thousand men rushed in, words would be of no use. 


The most urgent matter was to get rid of the engineering soldiers under the cover of ox 
hides. But with guns unable to reach them and fire arms were useless against them, what to do? 


At the critical moment, the intellect of the mass played the most important role. 


At the moment when the city wall was about to be penetrated, the Ming troops atop of the 
wall suddenly came up with a way to hit back. 


This is how it was done. First get some cotton blankets, cover it with straws, and then wrap 
some gunpowder inside. Lit it and throw it down the wall. 


Cotton blankets, straws, and gunpowder. In terms of material and method of use, 
everything is ordinary. But the effect was terrifying. 


Several years ago, I got small quantities of the materials and once did an experiment. The 
direct result of that experiment is, I dared not to try a second time because the speed and 


°° Zhang is a Chinese length unit. One zhang is about ten feet. 
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ferocity of the burn can only be described as terrifying (special warning, the experiment is very 
dangerous. Don’t try this recklessly. Don’t imitate.). 


When Ming troops wrapped the cotton blankets, lit them and threw them down, a 


spectacular scene was put on display. 


The cotton blankets with gunpowder began to burn ferociously and the fire spread and 
burning immediately started wherever the fire touched. Fire engulfed everything it touched. 
Even if one rolled on the ground, it would be useless. 


In the icy and snowy cold air, amid the terrible thundering of guns, a sea of fire 
surrounded the city of Ningyuan, which sent numerous Later Jin soldiers to Hell. The brave 


Later Jin engineering corps was completely annihilated. 


The improvised weapon was the famous “weapon against thousands”. From now on, it 


would be recorded in history and became the earliest prototype of Molotov bottles. 


Fight, until the last man 


Everything that took place before his eyes was beyond the anticipation of Nurhaci and his 
psychological capacity to withstand it. 


In year twelve of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1584), he was twenty five and started his 
revolt with only thirteen armors. Eventually he killed his archrival Nikan Wailan. In that year, 
Yuan Chong Huan was just borne. 


He had followed Li Cheng Liang, defeated Yang Hao, killed Liu Ting and Du Song, and 
scared away Wang Hua Zhen. When he achieved all these grand accomplishments and 
became famous, Yuan Chong Huan was only a fourth grade civilian official and an unknown 
little soldier. 


In every previous battle, he had fought with inferior numbers and triumphed over the 
strong. But now he had the great force that he never had before. He came with an imposing 
and indomitable momentum to attack the little Yuan Chong Huan, who had a force only one 
sixth of his and he lost. 


Victorious at every battle and triumphant in every attack, the Great Khan who started from 
nothing would neither accept defeat, nor could afford to be defeated. Even with heavy 
casualty and even if blood flowed like a river, and even if he had to pile bodies up to the city 
wall, he had to reach the top of the wall. 


After a brief observation, he decided to change the direction of attack to the south. 


The decision was a sufficient proof that comrade Nurhaci was a very competent 
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commander. 
He thought the south side would soon not be able to sustain the attack. 
Zu Da Shou, the defending commander of the south side, agreed. 


In terms of strength, if Later Jin concentrated its forces on a single section of the city, 
despite the Ming army’s guns, which would not be sufficient to offset the enemy’s numerical 
advantage, it would just be a matter of time before the defense collapsed. 


Fortunately the enemy seemed to have suffered a shortage in wit. Instead of going toward 
the wall, they chose rather to go inside the corners. They attacked the west and south and had 
been smashed to pieces. Now finally they came to their senses. 


Having learned from their mistake, the Later Jin troops turned and surged toward the 
south side. 


When I was in Ningyuan, I once took a walk around the city wall. I didn’t time my walk. 
But it took me at least half an hour. There were only over ten thousand people in Ningyuan 
and when they were assigned to the four sections, each section got probably just over two 
thousand men. If the length of each side of the wall was about one kilometer in length, then 
there were only two men for each meter. 


That was the most optimistic estimate. 


Based on mathematical calculation, the Ming army, faced with an attack of sixty thousand 


men, would not be able to resist. 


It progressed just like what the mathematical model predicted. After the initial pleasant 
surprise, the Later Jin army finally showed its formidable attack ability. Weary that there were 
often “weapons against thousands” throwing down from above, they stopped digging the 
wall and instead change to scale the wall. 


On the way here, some were killed by the guns. As soon as they got to the wall, some were 
burned to death. When they scaled the wall, some were killed by arrows and fire arms. 


Those who didn’t die from cannon fire, burning, or shots continued climbing. 


Meanwhile, Later Jin began to organize archers and fired shots to the top of the wall to 
provide fire support. 


Under such fierce attack, Ming casualties started to mount. Over one third of the defenders 
on the south side were lost. Many Later Jin troops got on top of the wall and began to fight 
hand by hand with the Ming troops. The situation was dire. 


Before Zu Da Shou was defeated, Yuan Chong Huan arrived. 


Yuan Chong Huan was not atop of the wall. His command position was at the highest 
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tower at the center of the city. I have been there. At the high tower, one would be able to 
clearly see the combat situations in all four sections of the city. 


Yuan Chong Huan took his troops to the south of the city. There he committed his last 
reserves. 

Continuous training finally showed its result. Facing the strong enemy, Ming troops 
showed no fear. They fought stubbornly against the Later Jin troops and managed to push 
back the men who got atop of the wall. 

In the meantime, to stifle the momentum of Later Jin, Ming began to employ a new tactic, 
attack by fire. 

Ming troops began to use a lot of fire equipment. Besides big guns, “weapon against 
thousands”, fire arms, fire balls, and even torches, they threw everything that could be lit 
down below. 

The strategy was sound. You have to know this was winter and in winter, Later Jin soldiers 
must be wearing some cotton clothes. 

War is the source of wisdom. Very soon, an even more devilish weapon appeared. It is not 
known who came up with the idea. A few long iron chains were heated up and swung down 
on the wall to attack the Later Jin soldiers who were scaling the wall. 

A spectacular scene appeared. In the howling northern wind, several red iron chains 
flowed on the city wall of south side. Wherever they went, awful cries were heard. 

Amid the raging fire, the momentum of Later Jin’s attack was stopped. Bodies strew below 
the city. But by dusk they had failed to make any gains. 

By now, the Battle of Ningyuan had been going on for a day. Later Jin suffered heavy 
casualties with over one thousand killed or wounded and all they got back in return were just 
a few bricks. 

But fighting was not over yet. 

Nurhaci, thoroughly enraged, issued an unexpected order: night combat. 

Later Jin didn’t have an advantage in night combat. But given where the battle was, retreat 
and flee posed a serious question about one’s reputation. Nurhaci was certain the enemy 
fortification had been damaged and the defense had been stretched to the limit. If he attacked 
one more time, the city of Ningyuan would completely collapse. 

Responding to their leader’s call, with torches in hand, soldiers of Later Jin commenced the 
night attack. 


Just as Nurhaci expected, he soon got the news of collapse, the Later Jin army’s collapse. 
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After several desperate attacks, Later Jin soldier’s finally found out they were indeed 
getting closer to victory, in the cruelest way: 


Attacks had not yielded results. Casualties mounted. Dead bodies piled up higher and 
higher. If they all died, it was possible for them to climb up the wall by stepping on the bodies. 


A lasting silence would erupt. A lasting eruption would collapse. After a new round of 
burning, bombardment, and shots of arrows, Later Jin troops finally disobeyed the order and 
bade a complete retreat. 


Late in the night of January 24, the frustrated Nurhaci accepted the reality. He suppressed 
the raging anger in his heart and was set to come back tomorrow. 


But what he didn’t know was that if he didn’t abandon his attack, on the next day history 
would be completely different. 


Yuan Chong Huan was also about to cave in. He had committed all of his reserves. He even 
committed himself to the fighting and suffered a wound in his left hand. If Nurhaci 
disregarded his setbacks and attacked one more time, the result would be unthinkable. 


Nurhaci gave up. He stood firm, and he held Ningyuan. 
Then the next question was if he would be able to repel Later Jin and hold Ningyuan. 
Based on the behavior of Later Jin, the answer to the question was certain. No. 


Without help and without reinforcement, the strong fortification that he had spent several 
years building had been half demolished. The enemy’s strength was too powerful. Obviously 
if Later Jin exerted all of its strength and stayed here for some months, then the city would be 
taken even if digging by hand. 


On such an outcome, Yuan Chong Huan fully understood its meaning. 


Thus he arrived to the last question: If he was certain he would lose the city, would he still 
defend it? 


He decided to defend it to the end even if it meant the annihilation of the entire army. Even 


when it was completely hopeless, he would still stick to the end and stick to the last man. 


“Our armed forces should have the spirit to move forward relentlessly and not be subdued 
by the enemy. Regardless how difficult are the circumstances, as long as there is one man 
remaining, this man must fight to the end”, Mao Ze Dong. 


Yuan Chong Huan saw it clearly tomorrow the city would be lost, or it wouldn’t be lost but 
eventually it would be lost. Nurhaci’s records of his conducts meant what followed would be 
massacres and deaths. 


But Yuan Chong Huan didn’t want to give up. He was a man who would still be able to 
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hang on even when there was no reinforcement, no food, no hope, and no future. 


Forty two years ago, Yuan Chong Huan was born in a poor and desolate place. He had led 
an ordinary life. He became an outstanding talent in an ordinary way. He became a 
recommended man in an ordinary way. He failed in an ordinary way. He tried again in an 
ordinary way. And he failed again in an ordinary way. And he finally succeeded in becoming 


a distinguished scholar in an ordinary way. 


Then he was an ordinary county magistrate, which was an ordinary director level position. 
He was an ordinary fourth grade civilian official and an ordinary student, until when he had 


to disobey order to face the extraordinarily powerful and dominant adversary alone. 


Forty years of ordinary life, ceaseless toils, quiet progressions, a firm belief, and an 


unparalleled resolve: 


Only for being immortal for a day. 
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January 25. 
Someone once said these words to me: 
As long as you don’t abandon yourself, Heaven won’t abandon you. 


Yuan Chong Huan, in a dire situation, mused, waited, and saw the arrival of the morning 


of January 25. He eventually didn’t give up. 

Then his wait produced a miracle. 

January 25 of year six of Divine Beginning (AD 1626) was a day that changed history. 

With rage filling his chest, Nurhaci launched a new attack. He thought after yesterday’s 
attacks, Ningyuan was nearing collapse and a final blow would put victory in his hands. 

But what he didn’t expect was the battle began in a completely inexplicable way. 

He saw ferocious Later Jin soldiers psyched out after their first attack was repelled by 
cannon fires. 

Ignoring their commanders’ angry bawls and threats, the once highly enthusiastic Later Jin 
soldiers became insolent. No matter how hard they were urged, they refused to charge. 


That had got to be understandable. The bottom line was people came out to fight for 
nothing but to make a small fortune. Now they’ve got the cannon set up there and nearly a 
thousand have been killed. Bodies are piled there and yet you still want us to go there. Do you 
think we all have been blinded by cataract? 


Bravery requires some intellect. 


Nurhaci was a man of business. To eliminate the fear of his soldiers, he decided to pause 
the attack and first to get the bodies back. 


To get it done once for all, he did a special thing for the special occasion. Outside of the city 
he built a simple crematorium. Stuff like final farewell and memorial service were all cut for 
simplicity. Dead bodies that had been dragged back were thrown in and business was done. 
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With bodies burned, fight continued. 


Nurhaci was almost crazy. What he wanted now was neither Ningyuan nor Eastern Liao 
but his reputation. It had been thirty years since he started and he had been invincible in the 
world. Now he couldn’t even take an isolated city. It is too shameful, really shameful. 


He vowed no matter what he would regain his reputation. 
If he didn’t want to lose his reputation he had to lose lives. 


Facing the surging Later Jin army, Yuan Chong Huan’s strategy was still the same, cannon 


fire. 


We have to admit that imports are indeed reliable. Those things stood atop of the city wall 
and had worked for a whole day. Not only did they not explode, they got better with every 
shot fired. A fire in this direction “pulverized” everything here and a fire in the other direction 
“pulverized” everything there. They were truly the tough ones. 


But accidents do happen. Specifically, it was a safety incident. 


In many TV series about ancient stories, firing cannon is essentially like this: one man 
stands behind a gun and light a fuse and then, a boom, a circle of white smoke, and far out 
there a cluster of black smoke means that the gun had been fired. 


What is certain is if that was the way the Red Foreign Guns were fired, the one firing 
would be surely killed. 


In my opinion, the Portuguese sold the guns and also taught firing them was not out of 


consideration of good customer service but really about avoiding accidents. 


Because the Red Foreign Guns were immensely powerful, when the guns were fired, the 
explosion of the powder at the rear produced a strong recoil force. The force was so strong that 
the shock was lethal. Every firing was done by having a long fuse extended far to the rear. The 
man had to stay far out and light the fuse to get a gun fired. 


Having trained by Sun Yuan Hua, the Ming soldiers were mostly familiar with the 
procedure and strictly followed safety rules. But on this day, the 25", because it was so busy 
on the wall, a county attorney came up and joined the fray. With fuse in one hand and a lighter 
in another hand, he lit the fuse at the rear of the gun and was immediately killed by the shock. 


But except this safety incident, overall the situation was normal. Guns fired ceaselessly and 
Later Jin troops were killed ceaselessly. Then bodies had to be seized, burned, and fighting 
resumed. With fighting stopped, the killing resumed. With killing stopped, body burning 
resumed. Killings and burnings went on endlessly. 


Until that historical shot. 
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Which specific shot? No one could name. But what is certain was on that cold day and 
amid the booming sounds of cannon fires, one shot fired below the wall and accompanied by 
peals of screams and wails. It hit a target. 


Who was the target? To this day no one knows. But what is certain was he was an 
important figure. Because an unimportant figure would not have sat in a yellow tent and 
would not have caused so much grief. 


On this man’s identity, there are many versions of explanations. Ming said he was Nurhaci. 


Qing didn’t even mention it. 


That is not unusual. If he was the invincible Nurhaci, who faced an isolated city and an 
unknown little soldier and was seriously wounded by an unknown cannon ball, it would be 
too undignified. If I was there I wouldn’t have said it. 


Then Yuan Chong Huan saw a scene that perplexed him. The Later Jin army, which had 
attacked the city for two days, retreated to five lis back. 


Apparently the man who sat in the yellow tent was a big figure. Per Later Jin’s moral 
standard, the death of a leader was not an important event. It was really a strange thing. 


The next day, when Yuan Chong Huan stood atop of the wall again, he finally was 
convinced he had created a miracle. 


The Later Jin army was still attacking the city and the attacks were more ferocious than 
previous two days. But long military experience told Yuan Chong Huan it was the precursor 
of a retreat. 


A few hours later, Later Jin commenced a general retreat. 


Of course Nurhaci would not easily give up. Before he left, he vented out all of his anger on 
the nearby Chrysanthemum Island. Several thousand Ming troops and nearly ten thousand 
civilians stationed there. 


The winter of that year was very cold. The sea of dozens of lis was frozen. The dispirited 
Later Jin army crossed the ice and launched a fierce attack to the island. The exposed Ming 
force was completely annihilated. In addition, soldiers killed all the civilians on the island, in 
order to show Nurhaci’s grand strategic vision and to the world that Mr. Nurhaci was not 
incompetent. At least he was still able to kill unarmed civilians. 


The Battle of Ningyuan ended. The celebrated general Nurhaci, who was famous for his 
ferocious attacks, with all of his best troops, eventually was defeated by Yuan Chong Huan, 
who had only ten thousand men in an isolated city. 


Later Jin suffered serious casualties. Although Later Jin statics showed that only two 
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generals and five hundred soldiers were killed or wounded, obviously it was a rather modest 


number. 


Applied math problem 1: Ten cannon bombarding sixty thousand for two and half days. 
Each gun fired twenty shots each day (the most conservative number), question: what is the 


total number of shots? 
Answer: at least four hundred shots, if two days are used in the calculation. 


Applied math problem 2: If the total casualty of Later Jin army is five hundred, based on 
the number of shots fired by Ming, how many men were killed by each shot? 


Answer: Divide five hundred by four hundred. On average, each firing killed 1.25 men. 


History reference: “The Red Foreign Guns fired continuously. For every hit, within dozens 


of chis around, there would be no chance for anyone to survive.” 


Summarizing the results of math problem 1 and 2 and historical references, the conclusion 


is: every Later Jin soldier was protected by heavy armor and was truly a soldier in ironclad. 


Let’s end the nonsense here. According to conservative statics, in the Battle of Ningyuan, 
Later Jin casualty was over four thousand. Large number of assault vehicles and weapons 


were lost. 


This was the first general retreat by the Later Jin army since year forty six of Ten Thousand 


Seasons. The invincible Nurhaci finally received his first defeat in his life. 


Perhaps even to the end, he still didn’t know what defeated him, was it that lonely city of 
Ningyuan, the several imported guns, or the ten thousand Ming soldiers who were in a 


desperate situation? 
He didn’t know his real enemy was a belief. 
Even hopelessness and no chance of survival would not make one to give up, never. 


In that lonely city, there was a man named Yuan Chong Huan, who, in the last decades, 


always adhered to such a belief. 
He didn’t know and he would never be able to know. 
Seven months later, he expired. 


On August 11 of year six of Divine Beginning (AD 1626), Nurhaci, who had been fighting 
for half of his life finally passed away. 

There have been many versions of the reasons of his death. Some said he was wounded by 
a cannon shot. Some said he died of illness. Regardless if he died of wound or illness, his death 


had large part to do with Yuan Chong Huan. 
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No need to say more about being wounded by cannon shot. A large iron clot, together with 
all sorts of shrapnel would surely have punched some holes, with the addition of possible 
tetanus, one certainly would have become a wasted man. 


Even if he wasn’t hurt by gunfire, psychologically he suffered a serious injury. It would be 
usual for him to have some mental disorder. And Mr. Nurhaci had never been on the short 
end of stick ever since the start of his career. It was a real humiliation he had been defeated by 


an unknown little soldier. It was quite possible he died of depression. 


On this point, Yuan Chong Huan made a great contribution. After Nurhaci was defeated, 


he immediately sent an ambassador to Nurhaci and delivered a letter. Its contents are below: 


“For so long you have ravaged the world, today you managed to get defeated by me. Must 
it be the will of Heaven?” 


Nurhaci was very polite. He even sent an ambassador back with some gifts and indicated, 


I'll fight you little rascal next time. 
As about Mr. Nurhaci’s own thoughts, in his own words, they are like this: 


“Ever since I started my career at twenty five, I have won every battle and never been 
defeated. But I can’t even take a little Ningyuan. This is the will of Heaven!” 


Soon after he said these words, he died. 


Nurhaci, the warlike potentate that dominated a generation died. Appraisals about him 
vary. Some say he represented an advanced and progressive force that brought impacts to the 
declining Ming and made contributions to the progress of history, etc., etc. 


I’m not that erudite and I dare not say I know history from the past to today, but I 
understand basic truths. Looking at his entire life, I see no progress and development, instead, 


Isee only pillaging, killing, and destruction. 


I don’t see clearly about great historical significance. I only see everywhere his cavalry 
went, there were no advanced industrial production, there were no national production index, 
and there were no commerce and trade. There were only desolated wastelands strewn with 
dead bodies and ruins of houses. Farm lands were turned into wastelands. Civilians were 


turned into slaves. 


I don’t know what must be replaced by a new imperial enterprise. I only know that those 
who say these words should experience the life living under the sabers of Later Jin army. 


There is not a slight difference between a ghost of injustice and the pride over a saddle. All 
lives are the same. No one has the right to deprive the rights of others. 
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